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A story by Phantelle (phantelle@gmail.com). 
Please let me know if you liked it! 


Rebecca De'thaldun crouched low in the summer grass as she tried to piece together the 
bizarre events of the past two days. Inexplicable, irrational, incomprehensible - only 
three of many descriptions which flitted across her mind as she considered what she had 
seen and could not explain. She lay on her stomach on the edge of a grass-covered cliff 
as she carefully scanned the countryside before her. The setting sun painted the sky a 
brilliant palette of scarlets and oranges behind her back, also forcing any observers 
looking towards her to peer into the light. Still she risked nothing, keeping well below 
the level of the highest grasses as she tried to reason out the events of the previous few 
mornings. 


Many men found Rebecca attractive in a soft way. Her large, emerald eyes lay framed 
in a small, oval-shaped face accentuated by her long neck and delicate features. Pale, 
cream-smooth skin and golden hair that cascaded to the small of her back added to her 
innocent appearance. She did not stand very tall - perhaps five feet and three or four 
inches - but Rebecca possessed a shy and comely smile. Added to this her waifish build, 
modest breasts, and slender arms, no one would have thought that she would enlist with the 
Kavian order of paladins. She had celebrated her eighteenth birthday two months ago; in 
another three years, she hoped for knighthood and the chance to join the order as a full 
paladina. For now, she served Sir Bryant the Hospitaller as a squire. Rebecca wore a 
suit of the order's armor - a steel breastplate with ring mail that covered her shoulders, 
dull arm guards, a gray leather belt with a scale skirt that protected her knees, and 
plated boots. For weapons, she carried a lLongsword strapped across her back and a short 
dagger at her right hip. Squires did not own shields or helmets as they did not expect to 
see much combat and Rebecca proved no exception to this rule. Amongst the hundred and 
fifty soldiers who had ridden out from Morning Fortress, only eight were women. 


The dispatch had arrived a month ago, begging the king to send reinforcements to the 
borderlands. A warlike tribe of Amazons had invaded; at first, the militia had fought a 
few skirmishes and driven them off, but they returned later in far greater numbers. With 
a regiment of Kafia's best knights, Prince Clement had ridden off never to be seen again. 
Two months passed without any word from the prince; when the messages from the border 
patrol also fell abruptly silent after a sudden final mayday, the king sent out his 
paladins to investigate and thus Rebecca found herself scouting on the edge of the field. 
Whatever happened to Prince Clement and his company was anybody's guess; hopefully, a 
successful mission meant an end to guessing games. 


Even now, the memories of her first days as a page in the order of paladins brought a 


slight smile of remembrance to Rebecca's lips. How small and frail she had been then, 
barely able to lift her sword! Yet she chose to persevere, becoming a squire to the order 
while many stronger and faster boys faltered under the rigor of the paladin lifestyle. And 
so she shouldered the same discipline affected by such renowned knights as Sir Armand de 
Voulen, Lord Christopher Furinax, or her own master Bryant the Hospitaller. Six swift 
years later and here she had come, a lone squire scouting at evening in what she suspected 
might be a fool's attempt at saving half a hundred knights and their servants. The 
spyglass in her right hand felt familiar to her grip, an old and trusted friend. 


Below the cliff that separated from her a ten meter drop, over a hundred tents dotted 
the landscape for about half a square mile. Compared to the soaring fortresses and grand 
cathedrals of Kafia, the canvas tepees of the tribe spread out before her might have been 
a firefly trying to outshine the splendor of the moon. The soldiers who milled around the 
camp also failed to impress the Kavian squire; Rebecca counted over six score of them, all 
women. Through the spyglass, Rebecca observed them in detail as she carefully noted their 
semblance of an army. The camp had posted no guards; each amazon moved with easy 
superiority, showing no sign of concern for anything outside the camp. Each woman also 
wore a circlet of beaten steel, a chest protector with epaulets that barely concealed her 
breasts and left her stomach fully exposed, a metal girdle, leather gloves, and armored 
boots that fitted her calves closely. For all intents and purposes, the longbow with its 
accompanying quiver full of slender arrows seemed to be the amazons' favorite weapon. 
Besides the longbow, Rebecca saw only the occasional knife amongst the women. The sheer 
amount of jewelry that the amazons wore, however, struck her the most. Even the Llowliest 
of serving girls flaunted earrings, necklaces, and bracelets profusely, while the officers 
of the camp practically glittered even in the light of the setting sun. This, combined 
with the lack of men and the absence of any discipline or organization to the camp, 
created a most disdainful impression upon Rebecca. 


She resolved to scout the camp in greater detail after the sun set. Rebecca crawled 
back on her knees until the camp had vanished from her line of sight before returning to 
the tree where she had tethered her stallion, Tasselstream. The sun sunk ever lower 
before disappearing altogether as she took a cold, cheerless meal of bread and cheese. 
Alone in the wilderness, there were no friendly paladins to watch her back and Rebecca 
first found a decently sheltered area before she pitched her tent and spread her bedroll. 
She very much desired a bath, but accepted that a soldier on the campaign trail did not 
enjoy such luxuries. Two days had passed ... only two? It felt like a lifetime to her 
and she remembered the details as she drifted off to sleep 


<I know this place. This is the camp of the paladins as I left it two days ago to 
begin my scouting for the day. I searched all to the east of the camp for the entire day 
and became dreadfully weary, but Tasselstream threw a shoe and we limped back to camp 
together well after the sun had set. Only ... where had everyone gone? We saw all the 
signs of a brief and violent struggle. Armor and saddles lay littered everywhere amongst 
our overturned tents, as though the paladins had simply abandoned their belongings and 
fled. Not a single body could be found anywhere and I was at a loss to explain it. I re- 
shod Tasselstream myself and set out, finding a trail at dawn. Obviously someone had 
attacked the camp right at sundown, but who? What enemy could wipe out a hundred fifty 
knights of Kafia and their squires without spilling any blood, then proceed to haphazardly 
loot the camp? These were my questions when I set out on the trail and now I have finally 
tracked it back to this amazon camp. But this raises more questions. Surely such a 
disorganized crowd of women could not overcome a force of the superbly trained Kavian 
knights. There is but one way to resolve this mystery.> 


She awoke and instantly came fully alert, a product of her training. Pausing only to 
wrap up her bedroll, she cautiously crawled out of the tent before taking it down, eyes 
scanning for movement all the while. After pulling on a set of scouting boots, she packed 
her belongings on Tasselstream's back, taking only her dagger, her spyglass, and a light 
but durable jerkin of chain mail that covered her upper body. Kavian armorers had begun 
to combine the metallurgy of the west with their own smith-work only three years ago, 


producing the ring mail which she now wore - very light and flexible, yet still able to 
deflect all but the heaviest of arrows. Tasselstream whickered as Rebecca patted his neck 
comfortingly. Then, without much of a sound at all, she stole away towards the Amazon 
camp. A sliver of a moon glinted overhead, poor light to scout by - but the darkness 
provided a friendly shroud of stealth. A few minutes Later she gained the ridge from 
whence she Last saw the Amazon camp. Stars twinkled and she estimated that it must be 
past midnight. 


The Amazons lit enormous nighttime fires, apparently without much regard to fuel or 
visibility. Coming suddenly upon the sight of multiple bonfires in the camp, Rebecca's 
eyes stung and watered for a moment before they adjusted to the crimson glare. She paused 
and tied her hair into a rigid ponytail, the better for keeping it out of her way. Her 
already low regard for the Amazons fell even more when she failed to see any sentries 
posted around the camp. And instead of resting, groups of women had gathered around the 
bonfires apparently gossiping or preening. The largest fire of all had been started at 
the center of the camp; here, she could discern the silhouettes of perhaps three dozen 
women clustered around a crude table. They milled around talking or looking in various 
directions, anticipation evident in their postures as though awaiting the start of a 
ritual. The scene made her think of a ceremonial gathering; intrigued, she resolved to 
take a closer look. Rebecca loosened her dagger and quietly crept closely, ears pricked 
for any unnatural sound. 


Ten minutes Later, she entered the camp silently from the east side. More women had 
gathered by the largest fire; as Rebecca watched, two serving girls brought a bowl of 
glass and set it down a scant dozen feet from the fire. Intrigued, she slipped into the 
shadows between a pair of tents and withdrew her spyglass, examining the curious glass 
bowl. From her vantage point she could see that it had been filled with a number of 
squirming shapes, the movement of which reminded her of worms. The glare of the fire 
prevented her from identifying them, however, and she pulled her eyes away in disgust 
after a brief pause. Rebecca stowed the spyglass. Most of the amazons in the camp had 
assembled in front of the fire, obscuring the glass relic from her eyes, and she took the 
opportunity to slip unnoticed amongst the tents. She stealthily ventured to the largest 
tent, pitched in the middle of the camp; fortunately, whatever celebration the amazons 
wanted to hold had begun and she reached the tent without incident. Rebecca paused one 
last moment and observed a curious sight. As she watched, one highly decorated amazon who 
virtually glittered with jewels and trinkets daintily lifted a squirming mass out of the 
bowl and tipped her head back, lifting the silhouetted conglomeration above her lips. 
Rebecca winced and shut her eyes as the amazon dropped a morsel into her mouth; though it 
could not be seen from Rebecca's distance, a sizable Lump slid smoothly down the amazon's 
throat and she eagerly pushed the entire squirming collection to her lips. 


Disgusted, Rebecca drew her dagger and took a deep breath. In one swift motion, she 
threw the tent flap open and dashed in, ready to slash at any opponent. A single quick 
glance revealed that the tent was deserted; Rebecca inverted her dagger to a guarding 
position with the blade resting against her right wrist. The tent looked quite spacious 
and was lit by a trio of scattered torches. Fairly plain all told, but Rebecca spied a 
pair of tables and a large spread of sheets and blankets. A large quantity of jewelry lay 
scattered carelessly all over the tent, glittering faintly in the torchlight. Rebecca 
carefully scanned the tent walls before satisfying herself that no one would see her 
silhouette through the flaps. No sign of any Kavian captives here. A number of 
Longswords, however, had been stacked in a corner. Rebecca swiftly crossed the tent and 
examined them. She pulled half a dozen aside before she recognized the distinct dove 
emblem of Sir Bryant the Hospitaller. 


<Then my master and the paladins did fall afoul of these women!> Still, Rebecca drew 
no immediate conclusions. For one, she had observed no wounded as she spied the camp. 
Even heavily outnumbered, the dreadful price that a group of Kavian paladins could exact 
from any enemy was the stuff of legend amongst nearby barbarians. And if the paladins 
really were here, why had she seen no prisoners? Confused, Rebecca stepped back towards 


the entrance of the tent, ears pricked and dagger ready. Therefore, when she heard a 
sharp clink and then a soft thud from her right, she wheeled smoothly as she had been 
taught and brought her dagger between herself and the noise. Eyes narrowed, she stared 
straight at ... nothing. 


Rebecca straightened from her defensive crouch when her eyes caught sight of the 
source of the noise. One of the jewels, a glittering globe about half an inch in 
diameter, perfectly smooth, had fallen almost a foot from a low-lying table and rolled to 
the ground. It lay attached to a delicate gold chain that looked just long enough to 
accommodate her own slender neck. Interestingly enough, there was a dark mass at the 
center of the jewel in spite of its shining surface. The jewel wobbled slightly and 
against her better judgment Rebecca slowly crept near for a closer look. She crouched and 
reached out, taking the jewel in her hand; it felt slightly warm to the touch as she 
turned it to examine it. To her astonishment, another one of the squirming creatures had 
been embedded in the jewel, only that this one was very much alive. She nearly dropped 
the jewel; probably she would have, had not her eyes identified what the creature really 
was. With two legs and two arms, a torso, and rough clothes, it was undoubtedly a man - a 
tiny man no more than a centimeter tall, but a man nonetheless. Rebecca's eyes widened to 
the size of teacups. "Prince Clement?" she whispered, awestruck. 


The tiny man responded by banging on the sides of the jewel, obviously begging for 
release. Rebecca examined the jewel closely, looking for some mechanism, before abruptly 
realizing that it opened by turning. She fixed the globe on her left palm and slowly 
twisted it with her right; the top half of the globe slid apart from the bottom and after 
a full turn the two halves separated. The tiny creature tumbled out onto her left palm. 
Still in a state of disbelief, she brought him up to her jewel-like green eyes. The 
build, the smooth face with its blue eyes and red-gold hair, the strong but boyishly 
handsome features, a barely noticeable scar peeking above the ill-fitting shirt which 
half-concealed the sculpted tones of an athlete ... it could be none other than Prince 
Clement. Stunned into silence, Rebecca saw his lips move. Hearing indistinct words, she 
instinctively brought him up to her left ear and held him close to it. His voice 
instantly became much clearer. 


"Thank you, whoever you are. But we must not tarry! Save the Kavians that you can! 
Like me, they have been shrunk, and now is not the time for explanations!" 


"Your Highness!" Rebecca whispered, shock wearing off as adrenaline coursed through 
her nerves. "Is it really you?" 


"It is. Now hurry! They are being kept in the tent on the north of the camp." 
"Sire ... I understand. What should I do with you?" 


"Place me back in that glass globe." Which she did, bringing her palm to the glass 
prison and allowing him to gingerly step back into it. Rebecca sealed the globe tightly 
and hung it around her neck, where it dangled between her collarbones in a position that 
did not allow it to rock very much. She stood and pictured the north side of the camp in 
her mind. Rebecca stole her way to the tent entrance, but just as she was about to step 
outside she heard a loud burst of laughter and instinctively drew back. Several voices 
chattered amiably; they were too far away to pick out distinct words but approached 
steadily. Fighting down the sudden panic that threatened to engulf her, Rebecca pulled 
her dagger out to a ready position on her right hand as she covered the glass jewel with 
her left. The voices stopped just outside the tent, then receded. The young Kavian 
squire let out a long sigh of relief that died off abruptly in mid-breath when someone 
entered. 


It was an old crone, aged but decorated with many jewels and trinkets, tinkling with 
every movement she took. Their eyes locked for an instant, but Rebecca was already 
moving. The old woman barely had time to raise a brief shriek that abruptly died when the 


dagger pierced her ribs. Staggering around, the old woman collapsed to her knees and 
Rebecca did not feel that it was necessary to strike again. Then her eyes fixed on her 
opponent and she gasped in horror and fascination as she realized what exactly the old 
woman wore. Each piece of jewelry, each trinket, each bracelet, earring, necklace segment 
- each one held a man fast. Half a dozen earrings hung from either ear and in each 
earring a man was bound, spread-eagled with his hands and feet fastened into minuscule 
locks. As Rebecca's eyes scanned the woman in disbelief, she noted boys that couldn't be 
more than eight years old, to withered old men who must have seen as many winters as the 
aged crone herself. And so many of them, squirming pitiably in their cruel bonds ... but 
she abruptly snapped out of her stupor when the old woman summoned her strength for a 
last, ragged shout interspersed with the sound of gurgling blood. Cursing her ill luck, 
Rebecca sprang out of the tent as amazons behind her raised the cry. She chanced a quick 
glance backwards as she dashed past a tent and caught a glimpse of women reaching for 
arrows. Mercifully, only a pair of women stood before her and they were caught completely 
unprepared. Rebecca struck one with a swift punch and caused her to double over with a 
gasp; with that, she left them behind. 


The first salvo fell far short, landing harmlessly behind her. Rebecca reached the 
edge of the camp and leaped into the woods in one great jump, losing her balance for a 
moment. She clutched the glass globe tightly in her left hand and forced herself to slow 
down somewhat; already the chain mail had begun to weigh her down, and her breath was 
beginning to come in short, ragged gasps. But she had a definite advantage, if only she 
could reach it in time. Another salvo of arrows fell, this time much nearer, and Rebecca 
resumed her headlong flight. Unfortunately, her eyes had not yet adjusted to the darkness 
of the forest and she nearly ran straight into a tree. And any light at all made her 
glittering chain mail a tempting target. Desperate, she raced up the embankment as long 
range arrows fell all around her, two of them bouncing harmlessly off her armor. She 
cleared the top of the low cliff quite breathlessly and pulled herself out of the amazons' 
Line of sight, but not before catching a glimpse of women scaling the cliff from another 
direction. They moved at a speed she could not match, encumbered as she was by her armor 
and precious passenger. Shaking sweat out of her eyes, Rebecca ran off in as straight a 
line as she could follow without regard for stealth. 


The amazons were not far behind when they gained the cliff, perhaps only a hundred or 
more feet, and that was easy bow distance. They loosed a flurry of arrows at her, but 
Rebecca's chain mail protected her against all of the deadly darts as she slipped deeper 
into the forest. Three minutes later, the amazons had closed to within seventy-five feet. 
Rebecca heard a welcoming whinny as she burst out of the woods not a moment too quickly. 
The poor light prevented any arrows from falling about her as she leaped onto 
Tasselstream's back. He must have sensed his mistress' excitement, for he instantly began 
straining at the tethers which tied his bridle to a tree. Rebecca stowed her spyglass and 
dagger, then drew her Longsword in one swift motion and sliced the taut bindings away just 
as the first amazons appeared behind her. Dozens of arrows whistled past as Tasselstream 
leaped into full gallop, leaving the amazons far behind. A last desperate volley flew 
towards the fugitives as Tasselstream rapidly outran the amazons; one arrow rattled off 
Rebecca's shirt of mail as another nicked Tasselstream in the hindquarters. 


The spirited stallion easily outran the pursuit as Rebecca vanished into the welcoming 
darkness of the forest. Another two hundred yards brought them to a stream and here 
Rebecca urged Tasselstream across the water. The horse faltered for a moment and Rebecca 
dismounted the instant they crossed, urgently feeling his sides for any serious injury as 
she led him off the main path. But she could find none besides the small scratch and she 
halted, standing still besides a large, rotten tree. Here she stood, carefully watching 
what little of the road she could see in the barely tangible moonlight. She kept her eyes 
carefully fixed on the path as her hands tethered Tasselstream to the tree. Then, still 
wary, she opened the glass globe and raised Prince Clement into her right ear, hand cupped 
protectively over the ear to prevent him from falling out. "Your Highness, I'm so terribly 
sorry. I tried to rescue the other paladins, but the women saw me and I had to run -" 


"No, don't blame yourself, lady." Rebecca started; she hadn't expected him to sound so 
loud and clear in her ear. "There was nothing either of us could have done; had you tried, 
you too would be a prisoner. Calm down and breathe." A pause as Rebecca caught her breath 
and laid her arm on Tasselstream's back. "I beg your pardon. I have not asked your name." 


"Rebecca De'thaldun of the Order of the Shining Crown, if it please Your Highness." 


"A paladina! Not every day that one meets a lady of the Shining Crown. Dame Rebecca, 
I am very pleased to make your acquaintance. Please allow me to shake your hand." She 
felt a very light flutter on her palm and thought that it could not be his hand, which she 
probably could not feel. At no more than a centimeter in height compared to her, Rebecca 
felt his body to be as light as a feather. Probably as fragile, too; she resolved to 
always be extra careful handling him. But the chivalric gesture, however small, made her 
smile. So courteous even at his minuscule size! "Dame Rebecca, what are you doing now?" 


"Oh no, sire, I am just a squire - hardly 'Dame' Rebecca yet. I am waiting, Your 
Highness. I'm hoping that I lost any pursuit at the brook. Tomorrow night I will again 
attempt to rescue the paladins." She paused. "Sire, are you well? I realize that I fled 
in haste; if I caused you any discomfort in whatever manner, I most humbly apologize -" 


"Nonsense, I am quite well. I should thank you for taking the trouble to rescue me 
from the claws of that decrepit grandmother." Rebecca felt her face flush and she blessed 
the fact that he could not see her expression. He shifted in her ear; it tickled her, and 
Rebecca fought down the instinctive response to pry him out. "But enough of me. I saw the 
camp as we fled; if any of our fellows survived this night, then you must take them 
directly off the bodies of those amazons. Following tonight's raid they will be doubly on 
their guard. Yet my greatest fear is that your fellow paladins are even now being 
executed as my friends were." 


"Executed?! Sire, I can't wait and -!" 


"Rebecca, you were not in the main tent for long. Happily I awoke as you walked past 
and caught your attention. But did you not see the ceremony that the amazons held as you 
came in?" 


Rebecca frowned as she tried to think back. No movement on the road yet; she sorted 
through blurred images of the chase, returning to the tent and then to the strange ritual 
that the amazons performed while she infiltrated their camp. "They brought out a glass 
bowL filled with - worms, I think, and then one of the women began to eat them alive." The 
mere memory of it brought a shudder of revulsion to her. Rebecca glanced around, suddenly 
realizing how cold the night felt. And the moon had almost vanished; without another 
word, she turned to fetch her belongings from Tasselstream's back and nearly dropped 
Prince Clement out of her ear in shock. He tumbled into the palm of her hand and she 
hastily replaced him in her ear. "Tasselstream!" 


"Your horse?" 


"Yes! He's - he's -! He's shrinking!" Indeed, the stallion who once stood a full two 
feet over her head now measured directly up to her eyes. Even in the dim light, Rebecca 
could see that he had already shrunk to the size of a large pony. She hastily pulled the 
saddle and the harness off, dropping her pack on the ground as she did so. Tasselstream 
Looked at her curiously, but he obviously sensed his mistress' unease as he whickered 
comfortingly at her. Still keeping Prince Clement secure in her ear, Rebecca stared at 
her warhorse in disbelief. "Sire, do you know what has happened?" 


"Is your horse a stallion or a mare?" 


"A stallion, Your Highness." 


She heard a sigh in her ear. "That is unfortunate, Rebecca. The women brought an 
herbal poison with them; whatever it is, it induces shrinking in any animal within seconds 
of exposure to blood. If your warhorse has only begun shrinking now, he must have taken 
only a scratch. But this is terrible news. Any poisoned animal will shrink until it is 
down to my scale; soon you will be able to hold your horse in the palm of your hand, just 
as you are holding me. With women, the effect lasts no more than a few hours, then she 
begins to grow until she has resumed her proper size. With a man, however, the poison 
shrinks him permanently. I am aware of no cure." 


"Your Highness ..." Rebecca whispered, feeling tears form in her eyes as a flood of 
compassion welled up for the tiny man in her ear. She gently dropped him into her palm, 
then clasped both hands together as she brought them to her cheek and very gently pressed 
him into her hands. "There must be a way to restore you. I am your loyal servant and will 
not rest until you are cured; until then, please accept my services. I will do everything 
within my power for you, sire." A tear silently rolled down her cheek as she lifted the 
fugitive prince back to her ear. 


"Thank you, Rebecca." 
"Can I do anything for you, sire?" 


"I suggest you sleep; you will need your strength for tomorrow, and for many days 
after. I do not think the women will pursue you this far. Place me back in the globe, if 
you please; I was nearly crushed more than once by that old crone whom you dispatched." 


"But won't you suffocate, sire?" 


"Feel it." Rebecca prodded them with a finger, noting to her surprise that they felt 
padded on the inside. Then she brought her finger up to her nose, sniffed it, and had her 
answer. Queenscent herbs, used by young maidens as perfume. It was near completely 
transparent once broken off its mother plant. "They were at least thoughtful enough to 
provide me with some Queenscent herbs. These herbs exhale breath for days after they have 
been picked and provide me with all the air that I need. There is no danger to me. Just 
be sure to seal the globe tightly; I cannot open it from within, but neither will it fall 
apart at random. Place it in a secure spot where it will not roll and is sheltered from 
the wind and I shall be fine for the night. Please do not trouble yourself on my account. 
Let us postpone discussion of our comrades until we are both refreshed." 


"It will be done as you command, Your Highness." She waited for him to step into her 
hand, then deposited the small glass globe into her palm. It glittered even in the dim 
starlight that filtered through the forest canopy. Clement stepped into it and waved at 
her; Rebecca smiled down at him, gently capping the two ends of the globe together and 
then twisting them tightly. She softly set the glass capsule on the ground as she 
unpacked the tent. Tasselstream's tether Lay slack on the ground, but she spotted him 
almost immediately. He had shrunk to the size of a house cat, nor had the transformation 
abated. Sighing, Rebecca erected her tent under the rotten tree and spread her bedroll, 
making the floor of the forest as comfortable as she could. Next she removed her ring 
mail and her boots, flexing her toes as she did so. She suddenly realized just how sore 
she felt from the day's exertion and dearly wished for a long, hot bath. 


Rebecca sighed at her own foolish wistfulness and unbound her hair. Keeping her 
uniform and leggings on, she paused only to place Clement's glass globe in a well-secured 
corner of the tent before reaching for Tasselstream. The stallion finally seemed to have 
stopped shrinking and now measured even smaller than a mouse; he would make a fine mount 
for the prince, Rebecca decided, if only she could saddle him at this size. She easily 
picked him up by ringing her thumb and index finger together; unaccustomed to such 
treatment, the stallion fought and kicked wildly, neighing in panic as he bit her skin. 
His teeth had shrunk too far to cause appreciable damage and Rebecca tried to soothe him 
with soft words. When at last he had calmed down somewhat, she wrapped a dozen strands of 


her golden hair around his belly and tied them securely with the square knot that Sir 
Bryant had shown her years ago. She laid down and he immediately bolted, but her hair 
held him fast and she felt no more than a mild tug as she snuggled into the bedroll. 


In spite of her fatigue, the events of the night stirred a deep unease in Rebecca that 
gave way to sleep only after a great Length of time. 


Clement awoke in the morning stiff and cold, the same way that he usually awoke. The 
glass globe that had become the extent of his small, small world did not allow him to 
stretch fully; though padded with herbs, it still pressed hard on his body and he always 
slept curled. As an excellent conductor of heat, glass also leeched away his warmth 
during the night. The withered matriarch who kept him as her hostage turned far too much 
in bed, with the effect that the constant jostling afforded him hardly any sleep at all. 
And if she held onto the globe, her bodily warmth made his prison into an oven; if not, 
the unmerciful cold bled away his vitality. He slitted an eye open, wondering when she 
would yank the chain and demand that he rise for the day - 


And then all the events of the previous night came rushing back as he realized where 
he was. Clement bolted upright in his tiny prison, glancing around himself. His eyes 
came to rest almost immediately on the still-sleeping figure of the lady paladin who had 
rescued him last night, giving him his first clear look at her features. She had placed 
him in the inner corner of the tent, but true to her training laid herself down with her 
head facing outwards. He could only see her silhouette against the dim light of a just 
risen sun, yet he could tell that she slept fitfully. Her blanket had half-fallen off, 
leaving one gargantuan side exposed. Her golden hair shone even in the grayness of dawn. 
Her slim, toned figure made her look as beautiful as many of the ladies he had courted - 
but no, he should not think such thoughts of the woman who had quite possibly saved his 
life. He relaxed as well as he could and closed his eyes. 


Clement felt rather than heard the paladina move half an hour later. He opened his 
cerulean eyes and studied her without moving. She half-turned, dropping the blanket over 
her titanic exposed flank, and then suddenly started and looked directly towards him. 
Unfortunately, this yanked her sleeping stallion off the ground and he immediately became 
tangled in her hair; she spent nearly half a minute pulling him out and finally clipped 
the strands which tied the horse to her head with a small knife. Smiling, she turned 
towards the prince again and he waved merrily at her. One massive arm - it moved like a 
tower of flesh, smooth and feminine yet filled with enormous strength - reached for the 
globe. Her fingers closed around the glass sphere; in spite of his experiences yesterday, 
Clement had to quell a sense of unease as she lifted him with no sign of strain on her 
pretty face. She unscrewed the two halves of the globe, a careless motion for her, but to 
him it was as though his world split asunder every time anyone did that. 


He stepped out onto her soft and smooth but terribly powerful hand, grateful for the 
opportunity to stretch. She inclined her head towards him. "Sleep well, Your Highness?" 
she whispered. Her voice sounded light, clear, and carried a slight musical lilt, a 
refreshing change from the guttural speech of the amazons. And when she smiled at him - 
it was absurd, he could have any woman in Kafia that he wanted, so why did he suddenly 
feel shy in her presence - his knees suddenly threatened to refuse to support him. She 
stood slowly, carefully rising to her full height, and carried him into the open air. The 
drop from this height was dizzying, especially as she held him nearly level with her eyes. 


He cleared his throat before responding in a loud voice and he recognized that she 
could hear him easily. "Better than I have for a year. Are you also well, Robin? No, 
Rachel, was it? Or Regina?" 


Her beautiful green eyes, each pupil as wide as he was tall, creased into laugh lines 
as she giggled. "Rebecca De'thaldun, if it please Your Highness." She set him down on a 


branch a hundred feet above the ground, or so it seemed to him; looking straight ahead his 
eyes came not quite to her waist. Rebecca curtsied as elaborately as her uniform would 
allow her. "Forgive my lack of courtesy, sire, you must be both famished and cold. I 
shall prepare breakfast immediately - it will be poor fare, but you shall have the best 
that I possess." She lowered her hand for him to step onto again, then carried him into 
the tent and carefully set him down next to her stallion. The horse seemed just the right 
size for him and greeted him with a curious whinny. Rebecca next unpacked half a loaf of 
breed and a small chunk of cheese, then opened her flask for him. She sat down, tucked 
her legs under her body - it was like watching a mountain coming to rest - and Clement 
noted with satisfaction that the paladins had taught her proper table manners. Rebecca 
offered him both foodstuffs, but Clement had long ago learned never to attempt cold bread 
at his size, so he contented himself with cheese. She waited respectfully for him to 
begin before she would take a bite. When she did, he had to stop himself from staring in 
morbid fascination; she could easily devour half a dozen men of his size with each of her 
mouthfuls. Months of captivity and he still felt poorly adjusted to the abrupt shift in 
his perspective. 


Tasselstream had wandered to the edge of the tent and Rebecca reached over, picking 
him up and carefully setting him into her lap. She then pulled up some of the nearby 
grass for him and to Clement it might as well have been the hand of the goddess uprooting 
an entire cluster of trees. Rebecca swallowed a piece of bread and as Clement watched he 
marked the slight bulge that it made descending her throat. She finished first, carefully 
stowing away the remnants of her food and waited silently for him to finish his meal. 

When he did, she laid down her hand and allowed him to climb into it. "Sire, should we not 
attempt to rescue the paladins before it is too late?" 


Clement hesitated, unsure of how to give the news to Rebecca. She might be a 
paladina, but she was first and foremost a woman - or not even that really, just a girl 
who had not yet finished her training. "It is already too late for our friends," he 
finally replied. 


"Sire?" Her eyes were full of concern. 


He hesitated again as his mind thought back. More than three moons had waxed and 
waned since his capture, but what they did on the night that they took him hostage 
each side had sighted the other almost immediately when cresting the hills. The knight 
captain had ridden out intending to question the women and ask them about the surrounding 
areas, but the amazons opened with a volley of arrows first. Then their entire battalion 
made the mistake of entering the valley between the two hills at a flat charge unarmored 
and poorly armed, allowing the women to loose arrows from above. They had three hundred 
knights to oppose half as many enemies, but Clement should have Known that something was 
wrong the moment that the soldiers began to fall under locust-flights of arrows. One 
struck him almost immediately; it stung, but he pulled it out of his arm without much pain 
and gave no thought to it. 


The transformation occurred swiftly after that, man and horse both shrinking at 
astonishing speeds. The women ceased their barrage of fire and came down, easily spying 
the soldiers who attempted to run. Massive fingers closed around Clement, holding him 
fast in spite of his efforts. All around him his brothers were meeting a similar fate; 
then he was dropped into a leather bag and saw no more until they reached the camp and he 
was unceremoniously pulled out. He had seen many beautiful women before in the place, but 
now they were all of gargantuan proportions. And scarcely had he oriented himself before 
the matriarch of the tribe clamped two glass hemispheres with strong-smelling herbs in 
them around him, peremptorily announcing that she would keep the prince as her own. ALL 
around him the soldiers were lined up like animals on display at the market. Women, from 
hard-bitten amazons to fragile-looking serving girls, picked through the men and kept 
whichever ones they fancied. Trapped in his shell, Clement could only watch in helpless 
horror as they affixed his men to their earrings. 


The matriarch gave him to her daughter for a spell, a statuesque woman who carried a 
spear like a battering ram in her hand and spoke the common tongue in halting manner. When 
questioned, she gladly enlightened him as to the arrangements for her new captive, and so 
Clement learned that a woman wore her concubines in her earrings and her sons on her 
necklace. After each battle the women freely exchanged prisoners and any girl was allowed 
to take any man she pleased. He was then considered her property subject to the condition 
that she fed and cared for him properly. But when he asked about the men not chosen, the 
amazon only smiled and told him to wait for the evening. "Consider yourself fortunate that 
you are the son of the chief of your tribe," she informed him. "You will be a favored 
prisoner, and exempt from the treatment of your fellows." 


He almost wished he hadn't been so favored. 


That night, the women brought out a large bowl of glass and summarily dumped all the 
unpicked prisoners into it. Each one had been thoroughly washed earlier; as Clement 
watched, some women, also dissatisfied with their recent acquisitions, dropped them into 
the bowl. More than a hundred fifty of Clement's knights, all stripped naked, all washed, 
all trapped by the curve of the bowl, jostled helplessly as another woman approached. She 
Looked fairly young compared to her warrior sisters and his captor explained to him that 
she was the amazon who had struck down the most enemies of that battle. As such, she had 
the privilege of indulging first in what these women named "the orgy." Before Clement 
could question his captor further, the young warrior plunged her hand into the bowl and 
brought out a dozen men trapped between her fingers. He stared, shocked and horrified, as 
she began swallowing them whole. In between mouthfuls, the amazon chewed and swallowed 
batches of Queenscent herbs - the better, his captor explained, for keeping the meals 
alive and fighting for hours, which she assured him bordered on the pleasure of sexual 
ecstasy. In this way the young warrior ate close to a hundred of his men, until she could 
swallow no more and staggered away from the bowl as her sisters pounced on the remaining 
prisoners with gusto. In a trice Clement's men had all disappeared into feminine mouths. 
By this point he had vomited whatever was left of the morning meal into the palm of his 
captor; she laid him on the amazon's stomach and to his horror Clement felt the faint 
movements of his knights through the distended belly skin of the woman. Still alive, 
still struggling in her hellish depths ... he swooned and fell into her navel. 


They revived him by sprinkling water over his face and carried him into the 
matriarch's tent. Nor did the ordeal end there; he spent a sleepless night wondering how 
many of his brothers had met their ends. Early in the morning, they brought him out to 
the woods where the victorious amazon who had devoured his brethren the night before 
waited for him. They hung his glass prison from a branch and he watched in mute horror as 
the amazon removed her skirt. Then she turned her back to him, leaving him with an 
unobstructed view of her titanic buttocks. She squatted down until she nearly touched 
him; right there, she deposited the horrifically digested remains of his knights in front 
of his cage - 


"Stop, please!" Rebecca cried, staring aghast at the storyteller in her palm. 
Clement's world darkened as her fingers closed around him and she pressed her hands 
together in an awkward embrace. He felt her tears through the suffocating grip of her 
hands and struggled a bit, but she immediately loosened her grip and brought him up to her 
tear-stained face. "I'm so sorry, sire. I deserve death for my carelessness." Her Lower 
lip trembled as she tried to inspect him for damage through blurred eyes. "Sir Bryant 
Lord Furinax ... Adella, Susan ..." 


"I apologize," Clement said contritely. "I shouldn't have spoken of this matter until 
later." 


"No, Sire, you were quite right." She wiped a tear from her cheek and gently set him 
down. "I beg your indulgence. May I have some time to myself?" He nodded silently and she 
walked out of the tent, still brushing away tears, snapping twigs as she moved out of 
sight. Clement watched her leave with mixed feelings. Part of him wanted to hold her by 


the shoulders and comfort her, drying her tears on his roughly-sewn tunic. He could still 
hear her on the other side rotten tree, but on his legs it would take at least fifteen 
minutes for him to come into her sight, nevermind getting her attention. Clement kicked 
aimlessly at the dirt and cursed his inability to help anyone. 


She returned twenty minutes later, eyes red but dry. "Thank you, Your Highness. I - I 
apologize. A knight should be stronger -" 


"Do not say that," he answered, and although she could not hear him, she saw his lips 
move and instantly brought him up to her ear. He repeated what he had spoken. "I also 
grieved for my friends, for they were more than mere soldiers to me. But do not weep yet. 
We can do no better than to return post haste to the capitol and raise the alarm. Do not 
let Sir Bryant and the paladins die in vain." 


Rebecca nodded sadly. "You speak well, Your Highness. But without a mount, we can 
travel only slowly and may be overtaken. Yet I will do whatever I can in your service; it 
is a knight's honor to defend and suffer for her lord. Let me make a formal pledge." She 
set him down on the earth, in the open. Then she drew her sword, more than two hundred 
feet in length to Clement's eyes and twice as wide as he was tall. Its terrible edges 
glinted in the morning light as she knelt in front of him and laid the blade flat before 
him. It was easily at least two feet thick by his standards and impossibly heavy, but 
Rebecca's eyes shone with solemn determination as she recited the fatal words. "I, Rebecca 
De'thaldun, pledge my life and sacred honor to you, Prince Clement Knossen of Kafia. I 
will be your sword and your shield, your retainer and your guardian, your servant and your 
soldier, in whatsoever capacity you shall command of me. I pledge to serve you 
wholeheartedly, without reserve, to honor you as my lord until you see fit to release me 
of my oath. I will give my life for you at need. May heaven strike me down at once if I 
have sworn treacherously!" 


She bowed; at this point, ceremony dictated that he should tap her once on each 
shoulder with her own sword as a sign of his acceptance of her pledge. Alternatively, he 
could return the blade to her and so signal his decline of her offer. Rebecca pressed her 
head to the ground, golden locks streaming all around her, and Clement stepped over them 
as he strode over the sword. This part demanded that he act like royalty and he had 
plenty of practice in the role. He placed both arms on her head and then declared ina 
strong voice, "And I, Clement Knossen, accept you, Rebecca De'thaldun, in my service 
according to the oath you have indited to heaven and earth. I swear to be true and just, 
to deal fairly with and look kindly upon you. I swear to honor your service with 
distinction, to reward fealty with justice, to defend you at need with the resources at my 
command. May heaven strike me down at once if I have sworn treacherously! Rise, Rebecca 
De'thaldun, as a paladina in the service of your prince!" 


Which she did, her blonde hair cascading like a sunlit curtain all around him as she 
straightened her back. She smiled at him, reaching for her sword as she did so. "Thank 
you, Your Highness. But I am not a paladina yet, only a squire in tutelage of one." She 
sheathed her blade, picked him up, and held him in one hand as she packed her belongings 
with the other. 


"I name you a paladina and already you question my orders. What sort of fealty is 
this?" Clement demanded. Rebecca hesitated, but he at once burst out laughing and she 
joined in his mirth. "I'm afraid I cannot help you with that. I could look after your 
warhorse, however." 


"Oh, sire, no! I couldn't possibly ask you to -" 


"Rebecca, you should really stop apologizing and taking so much duty upon yourself. 
It's an endearing quality, but at this rate it will bring us nowhere. Now, why don't you 
set me down and I'll see to your horse? This will save us time, as well as freeing your 
other hand, and we may discuss strategy when all is packed." Rebecca nodded and set him 


down; as she stepped around to fold the tent, Clement could not help but admire her 
physique as she efficiently packed. It was like watching a colossus in motion. Then he 
found the stallion grazing and fashioned a rough set of tethers and reins from a few 
strands of Rebecca's hair that he found lying around. "Look at you, Tasselstream, 
accoutered with gold. Even an emperor would not be ashamed of riding on your back; how 
much less a fugitive prince like me, then?" He patted the stallion's neck and began 
cleaning, carefully brushing bits of leaves and grass out of the horse's hair. He had 
just about finished when a shadow loomed over him and he started. 


"Did I startle you, Your Highness? I will try to be more cautious in the future." 
Rebecca knelt down and let him climb into her hand. "Sire, I can carry you in the glass 
pendant if you so please, but Tasselstream will be a more difficult matter. A backpack 
pocket is no place for a spirited stallion and I am afraid that he will chafe if I place 
him there. What shall I do with him?" 


Clement frowned; she did have a point. After a few moments, he glanced at the sun - 
midmorning - and said to Rebecca, "Let's give this some thought. There is no hurry. I 
for one would very much appreciate a bath and we can think on it while bathing." 


Rebecca nodded as she picked up Tasselstream in her other hand and shouldered her pack 
- fortunately, she had traveled light and did not need to abandon any of her equipment. 
She walked down to the stream which they had forded yesterday and chose a secluded bend of 
the river which hid them from the casual observer. She set Clement and Tasselstream down 
on the bank and indicated a shallow pond fed by a small waterfall which in turn trickled 
down to the stream. "Your Highness should bathe there and not join me in the creek lest 
the current prove too much for you. Here; this is part of the soap which I brought on the 
campaign trail. I trust that His Highness will respect a woman's modesty?" she added 
shyly. 


Clement bowed to her, which she took for an assent. He turned away and heard the 
sounds of chain mail, then plate, and finally clothing being removed. He came to the 
banks of the pond that she had indicated; though no more than a shallow puddle to her, he 
at once saw that a single step would bring him in water up to his waist. Clement removed 
his own rough tunic and breeches and stepped in clutching the chunk of soap that he had 
broken off of Rebecca's supply. The water felt cold to the touch once his limbs broke 
through the resisting surface tension and he shivered as he forced himself to walk into it 
up to his neck. Then he stepped back out and methodically began to lather himself; behind 
him, he heard a splash as Rebecca plunged into the middle of the creek. Well, a creek for 
her; to him, it was a river as mighty as the Windy Torrents. Clement looked at the 
stallion. "Would you also like a thorough scrubbing, Tasselstream? I could arrange it if 
you'd like." 


Cleaning his overgrown hair proved to be a trickier business, but eventually he soaped 
it down also and then plunged back into the pond. Here the water moved slowly and Clement 
was content to relax as he contemplated what could be done about the stallion. A horse 
shrunk to Tasselstream's current size had no use except perhaps as food, which was exactly 
what the amazons had used any accidentally shrunken animals in their camp for. If only 
he'd been a mare; Tasselstream would then already have regained his former size and 
strength. Somehow Clement had the feeling that Rebecca could not bear to be parted with 
her warhorse. He did not feel that he had the privilege of ordering her to abandon 
Tasselstream, oath or no. Perhaps it might be better just to tie him to her hair as she 
did last night? But if they ran into any stray traveler on the road - 


A warning neigh from the stallion saved his life. Clement whipped around to see the 
warhorse backing away from a large spider perched on the bank. Somehow insects and 
arachnids seemed far more frightening when they were Larger, faster, and heavier than you, 
and this particular one was all of these in comparison with Tasselstream. The brave horse 
nevertheless made a courageous stand even though anyone could see that he had been half- 
frightened out of his wits. As for the spider, it advanced cautiously on this curious new 


creature, hairy legs probing in front of it feeling for vibrations. Clement instinctively 
reached for a sword that wasn't present and cursed aloud. He had a chunk of soap and 
nothing else with which to defend the stallion. And no chance of Rebecca hearing him from 
this distance. 


It happened so quickly that Clement barely saw it unfold. Something bright flashed 
like chain lightning towards the spider, then a number of fleshy appendages seized him and 
pulled him out of the water, wrapping around him wetly like tentacles. Clement jumped, 
but a moment later recognized that he was in Rebecca's left hand and exhaled slowly. She 
kept her hand tightly wrapped around him and he felt her movements. Then she spoke and 
the prince felt the words as much as he heard them. "My apologies, sire; that was 
inexcusably negligent of me to leave you unwatched. Please bear with me for just a moment 
Longer as I dress." Sounds of rustling clothes, then sounds of metal falling into place. 
When Rebecca opened her hand, she was fully dressed in ring mail and had switched the 
clothes underneath her armor. She kept her fingers wrapped around his waist out of 
respect for his modesty, leaving only his chest and head exposed. "I'm a terrible servant, 
Your Highness; almost as soon as I gave you my vow, I caused you grave danger with my 
neglect." She Lowered him back to the pond and looked away, keeping her hand around him 
like a miniature fortress. "Please tap my palm when you are finished, sire." 


Part of Clement wondered why she seemed to regard the least bit of discomfort to him 
as a personal failure on her behalf. It bothered him and he resolved to speak with her 
about it when he had the chance ... but for now, he rinsed himself efficiently and then 
tapped the fingers which surrounded him in his very own enclosure. Whereupon she lifted 
him out of the water, his naked body sprawled on her palm, and set him down on an edge of 
her own tunic. He understood her intent and toweled himself off as well as he could; in 
the meantime, she brought his tunic and breeches to him. Clement dressed before turning 
to face Rebecca. Her emerald eyes were filled with concern for him as she rose from her 
kneeling position and brought him to her face. Clement decided to anticipate her. 
"Really, Rebecca, I am quite well. There is no need to be over concerned for me." 


"But _ 


"Do you have a needle by chance? I could use that as a rapier in need." She did, and 
quickly brought it out of her pack. It was longer than Clement was tall, but it felt 
light even to him and tapered off to a wickedly sharp point. He flourished it 
experimentally as Rebecca retrieved the short dagger with which she had pinned the spider 
to the ground. "Hardly a rapier, more like a halberd," Clement laughed. 


But Rebecca for once did not join him. "Sire, you could have been killed. This is no 
joking matter. As your knight, it is my sworn duty to protect you -" 


"It is also your sworn duty to obey me," Clement admonished her as he returned the 
needle. "There will be no cause for concern if you leave me within the glass globe. It is 
quite sturdy and could withstand even the stroke of a warhammer. My concern is more for 
you; you do not realize it, but you have by far the more burdensome task. Now, you will 
not like this idea; however, it is best to keep your stallion secured in your pack, out of 
sight. Likewise with me. The fewer questions provoked, the better." 


Rebecca accepted his decision without a murmur and placed Tasselstream into a padded 
pocket in spite of the latter's vehement protests. Then she picked up the glass globe, 
threw out the old Queenscent herbs, and picked fresh leaves with which she lined the sides 
of the sphere. She finished by filling her flask with fresh water. "But where should we 
go, sire? I am not familiar with this area of the kingdom and do not know where we may 
most easily find a swift horse." 


"Do you at least know where we are?" 


"Well, no ... but on the campaign trail we passed the hamlet of Stony Hill near a 


sennight ago. Fort Clovis lies a day's march ahead, past the amazon camp and no doubt 
overrun." A nod from Clement confirmed this guess. "We must therefore be in the Whispering 
Woods." 


"The Whispering Woods!" Clement exclaimed. "What an incredible stroke of fortune! We 
should at once seek HIM out." 


"Who?" Rebecca asked, now thoroughly confused by the excited prince standing on her 
palm. 


"The Saint of Blades," Clement answered at once. "He's said to be over a hundred years 
old and a venerable sage as well as a peerless warrior. The Grand Tutor told me more than 
once that the Saint of Blades resides in the Whispering Woods. My grandfather fought 
alongside him in the dragon extermination, although he didn't say much about his 
companion. If anyone knows how to reverse this shrinking poison, he would." 


"The Saint of Blades ... I thought he was only a myth," Rebecca whispered. "Should I 
seek him out first, then? But these woods are expansive, and much time might be lost in 
finding him. Please, give me orders." 


"True ..." Clement responded pensively. "Decisions, decisions ... the Saint of Blades 
would surely know of a place where fast horses could be had, and perhaps of a cure also. 
Yet we may Lose much time finding him. But without his help, we may lose much time 
regardless. Decisions ... much as I loathe saying this, best find a swift horse and send 
a message first. Bring the word to my father at Morning Fortress. Once we have repulsed 
the invasion of these warrior women, then we will have leisure for a cure." 


"It will be done, sire." He stepped off her palm and into the globe, which she 
fastened tightly and then hung around her neck. This time she gave the chain greater 
Length so that she could conceal it in her shirt if necessary, but she left the globe 
hanging outside on her ring mail. Clement settled in as comfortably as he could. He 
wondered for a moment what would be different if she instead dropped him between her 
breasts as the old crone had, and was instantly ashamed of the thought. Lord or no, it 
was not his place to infringe on the pretty paladina's modesty. But he couldn't quite 
expel the thought of Laying in her bosom - perhaps at night, when they needed to sleep? He 
could say that he felt cold 


Their plans instantly changed the moment that Rebecca took the road, Prince Clement 
hanging from her neck and pack strapped tightly to her shoulders. Even from the mind- 
numbing height that Clement watched, he could clearly see the prints leading off along the 
path through the distorting curvature. Quite a number of them, no less. "The amazons 
marched past in the night," Rebecca said, kneeling down to studying the footprints. 
"They're several hours old - but knowing these women, they'Ll have bivouacked a short 
distance away. If we keep going we'll march right into them. What now? Fort Clovis is 
sacked." 


"Maybe we can evade them," Clement suggested when she brought him out for 
consultation. 


"Worth a try," Rebecca agreed, and she readied her spyglass. She sighted the amazons 
an hour later; as expected, they had pitched camp right in the middle of the barely-used 
road. Rebecca kept her distance as she circled to the right of the beaten path - right, 
because it looked slightly less dense. Within a hundred yards of entering the forest, she 
had lost sight of the amazon camp and navigated by sunlight. Clement guessed that she 
intended to cut a wide arc around the camp and he disapproved of the plan. In his 
position, however, arguing or even getting her attention were easily beyond his ability. 
Rebecca marched steady and with surprising quietness for someone of her training; Clement 
observed that she quickly learned how to pick the surfaces which produced the least noise 
under her armored boots. 


Even after a season of captivity, he never quite lost his feeling of astonishment at 
being carried on the breast of a walking mountain. Clement settled back into the Lush 
Queenscent herb and enjoyed both the ride and the view as well as he could. Rebecca's 
breasts were small, small enough that they did not obstruct Clement's sight; under the 
coat of chain mail, even he from his ant's perspective was hard pressed to see the outline 
of her feminine features at all. Perhaps that was for the best. He reminded himself that 
he was a prince and above such thoughts for a paladina who had shown him only the most 
unswerving dedication. 


Every few minutes, Rebecca stopped and scanned the surrounding woods with her 
spyglass. Apparently whatever she did not see left her satisfied, for she did not alter 
her course significantly. About mid-afternoon they had covered one of her miles and 
nearly one hundred fifty of his. She then changed course and aimed for the road, which 
they struck half an hour later. She bent down to inspect a road - a casual movement for 
her, but the alarming shift in distances disoriented Clement and his heart nearly jumped 
into his mouth. Apparently the lack of prints indicated that the amazons had not yet 
marched past, which pleased her, and she bivouacked on the road while sharing the last of 
her food with him. She let her stallion out to graze while they took their meal, but 
Clement insisted on marching while the sun still shone and Rebecca consented. The sun had 
vanished by the time they covered another two and a half of her miles. Still alone in the 
woods with no nearby town, Rebecca decided to pitch her tent on high ground over looking 
the road. A trio of trees afforded shelter and hid them from sight while they could still 
spy on the beaten path through a gap in the foliage. As she built a small fire, Clement 
settled in her left ear and secured himself by tying strands of her hair around his waist. 
They conversed as she worked in setting up camp. 


"How old are you, Dame Rebecca?" Clement asked. 


"Eighteen winters, if it please Your Highness." Rebecca scraped flint against a stone 
with no luck, trying to coax a pile of kindling to life. On the fourth or fifth spark, a 
small flame caught and she gently shielded it until it blazed merrily in the darkness. She 
erected two tent poles, each one the size of a fortress tower to Clement. Then she tied 
the hairs with which the prince had earlier caparisoned her stallion to one of the poles 
and lovingly stroked Tasselstream before pitching the remainder of the tent. 


Impatient with waiting, Clement urged, "Go on, ask me." 

"Ask you, sire?" Rebecca queried innocently. 

"How old I am, I mean." 

He felt heat and instantly knew that it was not from the fire but rather because she 
blushed. "His Highness already knows my thoughts so well. But it would offend decorum for 
a knight to inquire after such a personal matter of her lord. Yet I am sworn to obey His 
Highness' commands. Sire, do you command me to ask your age?" 

"I do," Clement replied, enjoying himself immensely. 

"Then I suppose I have no choice. How many winters have you seen, sire?" 

She must be blushing even harder; Clement shifted his position on her shoulder away 
from a suddenly hot cheek. Her movements had become awkward as she tried to duck under 
the tent flap and spread a bedroll. As she emptied out his glass globe and replaced the 
Queenscent herb, Clement confided his age to her. "I am twenty. That makes me two years 
older than you, though perhaps no wiser. Tell me, how did you avoid being shrunken with 


the rest of your troop? And infiltrate the camp by yourself, no less?" 


Rebecca then briefly told her story to him, seating herself with legs tucked under her 


body as she stared into the fire. Clement nodded before remembering that she could not 
see him. "So that's how it happened. The paladins met the same misfortune which befell my 
own regiment." He fell silent and in that silence she reached for him with her right hand, 
gently cupping him in her soft palm. "Rebecca, when did you join the Order of the Shining 
Crown?" 


"Six winters past, Your Highness." 


"And why a paladina? Few women enlist in the ranks of the army; even fewer can 
withstand the discipline of the paladins. Surely there must be a compelling reason for 
you to forsake a family and friendships for the ascetic life." 


Rebecca pulled him off her shoulder so that he lay in her palm looking directly up 
into her face. To her, it was only eight inches of separation, which translated into 
seventy feet for him. Clement laid on his back and made himself comfortable in her hand. 
Her eyes softened as she thought back and she laid down on her bedroll, one arm holding 
him propped up by the elbow. "The Order of the Shining Crown is my family now and my 
friends are my fellow paladins. Discipline is hard, yes, but very rewarding; I like to 
think that I've developed a great deal of self-control, although nowhere near that of my 
master. But why I joined the order ... actually, you are the reason, sire." 


"Me?" Clement could not contain his surprise. 


"Yes, Your Highness. I still remember that day you and the Order came to Medawrith. I 
was ten, and we had just weathered the worst winter recorded for a generation in the 
mountains. We were poor and starving, our crops destroyed by hail, our livestock frozen. 
The passes had been blocked by snow drifts and we fully expected to die. Yet, when the 
blizzard was most furious, you came - a prince riding a charger, leading the Order with 
wagons of clothing and food." Her eyes shone with worship as she looked down on him and 
Clement felt acutely self-conscious. "We were a poor village in the mountains, far off the 
king's highway, too destitute to pay any taxes. And yet ... you came, with the order, 
through the teeth of the storm. I resolved right then that I too would be worthy of the 
name of a paladina. My admiration for you in that moment knew no bounds. Thank you, Your 
Highness. You saved us all." 


A tear cascaded down her cheek and dropped into her palm. The prince hastily rolled 
to avoid the splash while she wiped her eyes dry with her other hand. It was true that he 
had brought help to some villages when he was just a lad of twelve, but ... he glanced up 
as she continued. "I'm sorry, sire. A knight should not show such emotions before her 
lord -" 


"I really wish you'd stop with that decorum nonsense," the prince replied matter -of- 
factly. "There is no shame in the expression of gratitude. If we are to survive, we must 
be completely honest with each other and proper conduct be hanged!" 


Rebecca inclined her enormous head in assent, flaxen hairs falling around Clement like 
a veritable waterfall of gold. "What do you think we should do, sire?" 


"Let's have supper. We can talk while eating." 

She reached for the glass hemispheres. "I'm afraid the last of the bread and cheese is 
spent, sire. I will have to forage for berries and roots. A pity I do not have my short 
bow and arrows, else I could hunt for meat. We will, I suspect, have to subsist ona 
vegetarian diet for the time being. May I have the pleasure of His Highness' company?" 


"Better to leave me here where I can watch your warhorse while you forage. If I come 
with you, I'll just get in the way." 


She shook her head. "Not at all, sire. But I cannot leave you undefended. What if 


another spider or a lizard decided to pay you a call? You will be safer in my hands, Your 
Highness." 


"If you are really so worried, then leave me in the globe and bind it to the tent 
pole. It would take a tremendous amount of force to break that glass and I will be quite 
safe. I will wait for you to return, but please do not travel too far." This the paladina 
somewhat discontentedly agreed to; Clement stepped into his clear shell and she sealed it 
tightly around him, then lifted the tent pole and threaded the gold chain around it. The 
prince waved to her as she rose and she waved back. Then she took her short dagger and 
left the longsword, and after kissing Tasselstream she rapidly strode out of sight, each 
of her steps taking her seventy-five feet forward from his perspective. Tasselstream 
presently walked around the tent pole and settled next to the glass globe. The prince 
suddenly experienced an irrational urge to ride the unsaddled stallion, but reminded 
himself that he should stay put for the sake of his guardian knight. Besides, his own 
strength could not even begin to untwist the glass walls of his shell. To his eyes, they 
seemed more than a foot of solid glass, so cunningly crafted that even he could not see 
any aberration. A perfectly smooth sphere that doubled as a jewel, ideal for holding men 
Like him helpless on a woman's necklace. 


Tasselstream suddenly shied and bolted to his feet, staring anxiously at something 
behind Clement. The prince turned in his sphere to look, wondering if perhaps something 
had befallen his paladina. What he saw was almost worse; there, by the roaring bonfire 
that served as their camp light, a fox had wandered into the camp. It looked fairly young 
and not yet full-grown, but the fox easily towered over both Tasselstream and himself. Its 
orange fur blended into the fire while its steely eyes glinted with reflected light. Nose 
held to the ground, it sniffed cautiously as it tried to sort out the scent of man with 
something else - something edible? The prince went absolutely still, trying to appear 
inconspicuous and praying that the glow of the fire would not reflect off his glass prison 
into the fox's eyes. Even from this distance, he could tell that the fox towered at least 
sixty feet over - 


And then Tasselstream let out a panicked scream. Clement cursed his ill-luck; 
instantly the fox's ears pricked up and in a thrice it bounded over to the tent pole where 
both he and the stallion had been tethered. Tasselstream tried to bolt, but Rebecca's 
hairs held him fast to the rigid pole. The fox sniffed curiously at him while he screamed 
again in raw terror. Then, with a flash of teeth almost too swift to follow, the fox 
clamped down and bit into the horse. A desperate scream cut off in mid-neigh as the jaws 
descended, crushing the horse's bones in one brutal bite. Tasselstream instantly went 
Limp, all courage shattered by the terrible gnashing of teeth and bone. The fox tore him 
into several pieces and swallowed them all, licking its lips with relish. 


Then it turned its eyes on Clement and his blood turned into water. The fox prodded 
the glass globe with its muzzle, causing it to upturn and Clement to tumble within the 
smooth surface. He struggled for balance amongst the crushed Queenscent herbs while the 
fox poked and explored his prison. Apparently it decided that whatever was within the 
curious device might prove delicious; the jaws opened and Clement blenched with fear at 
the sight of rows upon rows of razor-sharp teeth, many still bloodstained with the remains 
of Rebecca's warhorse. The jaws descended with frightening speed and he recoiled, but the 
loud snap that followed told him that the glass held fast without so much as a scratch. 
The fox yanked at the globe, disorienting Clement. Several more yanks, and to the 
prince's utter horror the tent pole collapsed, causing the jewel to be freed of its 
pinning. The fox worked its snake-like tongue around the glass sphere and the prince saw 
what little he could distinguish of its throat through a curtain of saliva. Then the fox 
began to run in long loping strides, away from the camp and away from the welcome glare of 
the fire. 


Teeth crunching and tongue still exploring the shell, the fox ran headlong into the 
forest with its priceless jewel. Clement's terror increased as he saw his prison slowly 
begin to slip deeper into the fox's mouth, the smooth surface wet by his captor's saliva 


and sliding easily. He screamed; the heat instantly reminded him of being held by the 
amazon matriarch, but the restless movement of the fox's mouth was far worse. He banged 
against the walls of the glass globe that held him fast, almost wishing that he could open 
them and end it all. But no - the globe would not fit through the fox's throat and he 
could only watch helplessly as the land passed in a blur of motion. 


Gradually he settled down as his adrenaline spent itself and he examined his situation 
logically. <Trapped, in a fox's mouth. The herb will not last forever. Even if it holds 
out until this brute loses interest in me, how can I open this glass globe? Will it 
become my coffin? Dame Rebecca may have already returned to the camp and she will be 
distraught with grief. She will blame herself, but it is my own stubbornness which has 
caused this calamity. Rebecca ... I should not have spurned your willingness to take me. 
Now here I am trapped with no hope of escape in a fox's mouth rather than being caressed 
by your protective hands. You are not a ranger, Rebecca. You will not be able to raise 
the trail of an animal as cunning as a fox, and if you do not find me, I will perish here, 
never to be found. Rebecca ... I just want to be with you right now ...> 


He wept in a very unprincely manner as the fox carried him ever further away. 


At that very moment, Rebecca followed Clement's trail as quickly as she dared. 
Whatever animal had taken him, she could see its prints if she scrutinized the ground 
closely in the light of her makeshift torch. But the darkness pressed in close upon her 
and she lost the trail more than once. Bitterly she regretted her lack of tracking 
experience; she was no ranger, and had never quite felt the loss as keenly as she did in 
this moment. When the tracks led across a stream, she searched and searched the far bank 
for hours trying to pick it up again. But she could not, and in the end she had to 
acknowledge that she had lost not only the trail but also herself. Heedless of her own 
well-being, Rebecca knelt at that stream and prayed for Clement's safety until dawn. 


Through tear-streaked eyes, she caught a glimpse of the pre-dawn light and finally 
arose. <The prince entrusted me with his safety,> she thought sadly. <Now he and 
Tasselstream are both gone. What a failure I turned out to be - I couldn't save any of my 
fellow knights, nor protect the prince, nor even find him now. What is there left for me 
but to finish our mission and warn the king of the army encroaching on his borders? I 
don't deserve to live afterward.> Still weeping, she picked up her longsword - she had 
seized it upon her return to camp - and her dagger and crested a hill, watching for the 
sun as she did so. Wherever the path had been, Rebecca could no longer find it. She also 
felt dreadfully weary; sighing, she picked the line that seemed to offer the least 
resistance to her journey north. She could last another day without rest, she was a 
paladina - 


No. She was no paladina. Let Clement name her what he would, she now knew better. 
The thought of the prince brought a fresh bout of tears to her eyes. The prince of her 
dreams, riding into her village on his charger to rescue them all ... and now, finally 
meeting him face-to-face eight years later. So small, so utterly helpless without her 
protection. In spite of her own troubles, her mind kept wandering back to him. She 
wondered how he fared right now, without the victuals for which she had foraged earlier 
and swallowed in haste when she returned and did not see him. He would probably be 
hungry, and thirsty. Perhaps he might pine for her. Or far more likely he would be 
cursing her right now for leaving him defenseless while she searched for victuals. <My 
prince ... if, against all hope, I find you, I will never let you leave the safety of my 
hand again.> 


She sighed. How hopeless it seemed. How could she, a lone squire lost, tired, and 
thirsty, hope to arrive at Morning Fortress ahead of the amazon army? ALL her equipment 
and water had been left behind at the campsite with her armor, leaving her the single set 
of clothes which she wore and her weapons. The dreadful monotony of marching began to 


wear her down as the sun crept across the sky. She struck a stream once and drank her 
fill, then decided to follow it east. Food was less of a priority, but when night 

fell ... Rebecca doubted that her single tunic could stave off the cold of the evening. 
Then she thought of Clement, either chilled to the bone in the nighttime or else sweating 
profusely in the darkness of a predator's stomach, and again the tears sprang unbidden to 
her eyes. 


She saw no one the entire day. She heard songbirds all around her and felt too 
apathetic to listen. As dusk approached, Rebecca wearily ascended another hill for a 
look. If she saw nothing of interest, she might as well lie down here and - wait. She 
tilted her head and reached for a spyglass which she no longer possessed. Light. There 
was an orange and red light on the next hill. No sign of civilization, so ... a fire, 
perhaps? Rebecca nearly felt too drained to attempt the descent, but she forced herself 
to soldier on and reached the fire some twenty minutes later. The sky had darkened 
considerably and she had no trouble locating the fire from below, even as weary as she 
felt. She decided to peep cautiously - if the fire looked friendly, so much the better. 
If not, she could leave as unobtrusively as she came. 


Rebecca smelled it before she saw it: meat roasting over a fire. A single whiff made 
her mouth water and she cautiously peeped around a withered oak tree, trying to locate the 
source of the heavenly aroma. She saw a small animal propped above a low fire on a spit. 
Most of its meat still hung on the skeleton and Rebecca found herself beset by hunger 
pangs. Whoever had killed the animal evidently had not returned; she saw no tent, no 
tools, no cooking pots. The fire cast off a soft, warm glow that beckoned to her, 
reflecting off the nearby woods and painting the entire opening in a gentle aura - 


"You may come in and share the kill," a voice called. 


Rebecca started, one hand instantly pulling the dagger out in spite of her weariness. 
She froze and looked, then saw that what she took to be merely part of the scenery was, in 
fact, another person. She relaxed her stance, sheathed her weapon, and thought, <why not? 
I feel so terribly tired, and hungry besides.> Stepping into the clearing, the smeLl of 
the food instantly beset her again and she hesitantly looked at the other person again. 
Now that she could take a closer look, what she found startled her. It was a girl, no 
older than herself - in fact, Rebecca estimated her to be around eighteen winters of age, 
a slim and willowy slip of a girl with small breasts and smooth cheeks. She wore a plain 
orange linen robe which had caused her to blend so well with the hue of the fire, 
underneath which she wore a black blouse. An orange skirt of the same fabric hung around 
her calves while open toed leather sandals completed her appearance, leaving her white 
socks exposed to the cool air. Her hair grew to the small of her back and she had tied it 
into one neat ponytail. She wore a white silk headband of sorts, streaming behind her 
head and contrasting sharply against her midnight-black hair. Leather wristguards peeked 
out from the sleeves of her robe. Her left hand was closed over something, holding it 
secure. Still, it was what she carried in her right hand that startled Rebecca the most. 
A sheathed sword and no ordinary sword at that. This could be none other than one of the 
legendary katanas forged halfway around the world, smithed by folding the metal rather 
than sharpening it. It resulted in a light, elegant weapon which nevertheless sheared 
through leather and fur like cloth and never lost its edge. Only the richest and oldest 
of noble families possessed even a single such sword, which meant 


She bowed. The girl did not move, only continued to sit upright without so much as a 
glance in her direction. Though inwardly appalled at the breach of civility, Rebecca said 
nothing and only stepped closer until she sat directly across from the girl, the fire 
between them. The girl did not raise her head. Rebecca waited, but all too soon her 
hunger got the better of her and she tentatively asked, "Pardon me, but may I know my 
lady's name?" 


"A lady? Hardly. My name is Harumi Kagawa. Who might you be?" She looked up. 


Rebecca's breath caught. "R-Rebecca De'thaldun. Are you -?" 


"Blind? Yes." Now that Harumi had raised her head, Rebecca saw what she had assumed 
was a headband was actually a blindfold that had been wrapped around her eyes and tied 
down the back. Harumi's face turned towards her and Rebecca had the uncanny feeling that 
the other girl looked at her through the thick white cloth. After a short pause, Harumi 
continued, "I do not need my eyes, they only hinder me from seeing that which is 
important. I saw you more than half an hour ago, walking along the brook. Here, have 
something to eat. Surely something of great importance brings a paladina of the Shining 
Crown this far?" 


This time Rebecca could not hide her surprise. She wore no insignia, the other girl 
could not see at all, and yet Harumi could still tell that she was a paladina? 
Instinctively Rebecca sensed that she was outmatched, that it would be useless to 
prevaricate, and that she had better tell the other girl the whole truth of the matter. 
She drew her dagger and laboriously sawed a slice of meat off the animal. "Delicious. 
What is it?" 


"Fox. I followed this animal for nearly half an hour." 
"Why this particular one? Did he take something that belonged to you?" 


Harumi shook an admonishing finger; somehow, Rebecca as though she were the younger of 
the two despite the observation that she must be five years older than Harumi at the very 
least. "You're not being courteous, Rebecca. You should tell me your story first, as you 
are a guest at my fire. But there is no hurry. First eat to your heart's content." She 
dropped her face slightly and stared into the fire, nor did she alter that position while 
Rebecca ate ravenously. 


The fire had almost burned out by the time Rebecca finished, leaving a nearly dry 
skeleton of a fox hanging from the spit. She added some fuel, at the same time wondering 
if perhaps Harumi had fallen asleep sitting. Sir Bryant the Hospitaller could do that. 
But as the fire rose again, Harumi stirred and looked at Rebecca again. "Please. Tell me 
your tale, and I shall tell you mine." 


Rebecca hesitated. "I doubt you would believe me," she finally stated. 
"Try me, paladina." 
"I am hardly a paladina, Harumi." 


"Am I mistaken, Dame Rebecca? I can sense a great deal of trouble on your shoulders, 
but you carry it well and without complaint. Your character seems to be aware of her 
faults and strives to rectify them. These are hallmarks of the paladin, and your manner 
also indicates that you belong in the Order -" 


"I AM NOT A PALADINA!" Rebecca nearly screamed. She instantly dissolved into tears. 
"I - I'm not worthy of that name. I failed my mission ..." Any of her sisters would have 
embraced her right then, but Harumi remained motionless. She dried her tears after a 
moment; it would not do to give way to excessive emotion in front of a stranger - but why 
should she care now? In a somewhat calmer voice, Rebecca continued when the emotionless 
girl opposite her showed no offense at the outburst. "My story is a rather sorry one. Up 
until two days ago, we searched for Prince Clement and the missing contingent of knights. 
Up until yesterday evening, my mission was to escort the prince back to Morning Fortress. 
But now ... I've lost him. I don't know what I'll do after the other half of the mission 
ends." She stared into the fire, reliving vivid memories of the last two days. "Have 
you ... have you seen him, by chance?" 


Harumi shrugged. "Why should I have? I'm just a wanderer, after all." 


"I see. I hoped perhaps you might have heard of him, or even seen him, but ... 
nevermind. Forget I said that. My tale begins a month ago when dispatches came from the 
border town of Osrovo, not too far from here. They begged for assistance; since Prince 
Clement and his knights had left the castle not too long ago, my chapter of the paladins 
was chosen to answer the summons. News came within three days of departure that Osrovo 
had fallen. Then we heard nothing at all for the next three weeks and decided to scout 
around in the province. This eventually brought us to the Whispering Woods. I doubt you 
will believe me, but ... this is what happened two nights ago ..." 


Silence fell when Rebecca concluded her tale with how she stumbled on Harumi's fire. 
The other girl said nothing for a long time, only breathing deeply and "staring" into the 
flames. Finally she stirred and laid her sword on the ground. "I believe you, Rebecca. 
Your story and mine intertwine more than I could have guessed. Before I speak of it, let 
me ask you: now that your prince is missing, what will you do?" 


"I will finish the mission and bring news of this impending invasion to the fortress," 
Rebecca stated firmly. "When that is done ... I will seek the Saint of Blades. He may be 
no more than rumor, but the tragedy that befell the prince and all the Kavian Knights must 
not be repeated. His Highness told me that the Saint of Blades may know a way to reverse 
the effects of that insidious poison. It is a tall chance, yet I will quest after it." 


"But what if your prince is dead?" 


"Then - then I will follow him to the realm of the dead. A paladina's honor demands 
no less." 


"Perhaps I should tell you my story, then. It is, I am afraid, not as exciting as 
yours, Rebecca. As I have said, I am a wandering warrior. I train in sword fighting, 
though not in any particular style; I see what works and I take it. My training also 
involves unarmed combat, but the true secret to an unstoppable style of fighting lies in 
Spiritual strength. No doubt you learned this amongst the paladins. My wanderings 
brought me here; this really is a beautiful place, filled with life and serenity. Today, 
as I was meditating, I felt something which I had not experienced before. My spiritual 
sight looks in all directions and I see not only people but animals. I see their intents 
and their emotions. What I saw was a predator, this very same fox which you've picked 
clean, carrying off his prey. His prey looked to be in deep distress, but not for itself. 
Now you can imagine how surprised I felt at seeing a human of all creatures caught ina 
fox's jaws and yet thinking of something else. So when the fox ran by, I followed it. It 
took a great deal of effort to chase the cunning predator without being detected. I have 
no weapons besides my hands and this sword, so it took me quite some time before I could 
approach close enough to land a killing blow. Then I skinned the fox, cut it open, washed 
its entrails out, and made dinner here where you would find me two hours later. While 
doing so, I recovered this from the road." 


She opened her left hand and showed it to Rebecca, causing the other's eyes to widen 
to the size of teacups. In her hand lay a small, perfectly round glass globe half an inch 
in diameter, threaded with a slim gold chain. And sitting in the middle of that clear 
sphere ... "Your Highness!" Rebecca cried, still unable to believe what she saw. In an 
instant she had cleared the fire and Harumi handed the sphere to her; Rebecca hastily 
unscrewed the glass shell and let Clement step out onto her hand. He looked none the 
worse for wear and waved up happily to her, bright blue eyes causing an unfamiliar warmth 
to pulse through her heart. How she desired to never let go of him! Rebecca smiled back 
as tears of joy and gratitude began to seep out of her eyes; she hugged him gently to her 
cheek, whispering, "Sire, I feared I had lost you forever. Now that we are reunited I 
promise that I will never leave you alone again. Please, will you forgive a foolish 
girl?" 


"There is no need to talk of that, Dame Rebecca," Clement answered from within her 


hand when she opened it up. She brought him closer to her ear. "It was less your fault 
than mine. Happily Harumi found me. Rebecca, I am glad to be with you again." 


Fresh tears arose in her eyes. "Sire ... thank you, sire. I - I promise I'll hold you 
close from this point on. You will never have to leave the safety of my hand again." 


"Dry those tears, Dame Rebecca," Clement half-jokingly ordered her. "You're not 
impressing Harumi as a guardian by weeping like a maiden reunited with her lover. Find 
some emotional strength to better suit your physical size, Rebecca!" He laughed and 
Rebecca smiled through her tears. She hugged him again before turning to face Harumi. She 
bowed deeply, but her mind lay elsewhere with her prince. A maiden reunited with her 
lover? Surely the choice of words could not be an accident! 


"You embarrass me, Rebecca," Harumi noted matter-of-factly. "Clement and I already 
exchanged stories when I first met him, but he was so anxious for you! You both look 
horribly tired - caring too much for the other and not enough for yourself. Sleep here 
for the night; I'll stand watch." 


"Call me when my shift is due," Rebecca requested. 
"Nonsense, you need sleep." 
"I insist." 


"... Very well. Rest for now, gather your strength for the trials of the morrow. I 
will stand first watch and keep warm the heart of the flame. Sleep well." 


Clement awoke slowly, wrapped in warm and soft blankets - he bolted upright, or tried 
to, for one terrifying instant imagining himself still confined in the torturous mouth of 
the fox which had kidnapped him, before the bright sunlight caught up to his common sense. 
He squirmed, trying to pry himself free of the blankets which held him tightly ... wait, 
they felt soft and smooth, but firm, and ... his face flushed as the night's memories 
returned in vivid detail. He'd fallen asleep clasped in the hands of the pretty paladina. 
Half turning his head brought his face to Rebecca's, a scant thirty feet away and colossal 
to his eyes. She breathed deeply and evenly, her hands holding him securely without 
exerting too tight a grip, the now empty glass globe dangling from her long neck. Clement 
felt wonderfully comfortable in her palm; it made by far the best bedding he had ever 
experienced. He moved, and this time she stirred, her jewel-like emerald eyes opening 
slowly like twin suns rising in the east, their glory unveiled in the morning daylight. 


"Are you comfortable, Your Highness?" she whispered, lips forming into a smile. His 
bed moved from underneath him as she took her right hand away, leaving him lying in her 
left as she raised herself into a sitting position. Her hair fell all around him in 
disordered waves, bits of leaves and dirt clinging to them. With her free hand she idly 
brushed them away, still smiling a smile that evoked a primal response between his thighs. 
Clement seated himself in her soft palm partly for the sake of balance and partly because 
there would be no apologizing to the paladina if she saw his reaction. 


"Good morning, Dame Rebecca! Did my fairy guardian sleep well?" He brushed his own 
scarlet-gold hair, unkempt from the imprecise grooming of the warrior women, to the side 
with a sweep of the arm, and smiled back at her. This nearly provoked total loss of 
balance as she hugged him to her cheek, his world briefly vanishing into darkness between 
the soft touch of her hand on one side and her face on the other. She opened her hand 
again and rose to her feet. Despite the familiar experience of rising rapidly through the 
air to the dizzying height of over three hundred feet above the ground, Clement never did 
shake off his sense of awe at the raw power of the women who handled him. 


"I feel quite refreshed, sire, but ..." and here she turned to frown at Harumi. Even 
Clement's sharp eyes, so well attuned to fine detail, could not discern any change between 
her form and the posture she had assumed when first taking the night's watch. The girl 
who had rescued him from the jaws of the beast had not stirred an inch, seated straight as 
a ramrod on the same rock which she occupied the night before. Her marvelous blade, as 
long as a battering ram to his eyes, lay sheathed on her lap. Rebecca tilted her head in 
an attempt to discern if Harumi had fallen asleep, but Clement's eyes spied the way her 
right hand rested on the handle of the sword; relaxed but alert and certainly not limp 
with sleep, ever vigilant. Before he could voice a warning, Rebecca reached over to shake 
Harumi - 


Swift as a flash of lightning, the sword flew from its sheath with a fearsome howl of 
steel slicing through air. The sheer speed of the cut, generating a shockwave of wind, 
knocked Clement flat into the palm of Rebecca's hand as it flew with terrible precision 
directly at her throat. Then, as quickly as it had emerged, the sword's lethal trajectory 
halted with the tip touching Rebecca's neck ever so slightly, the softest caress of steel 
on flesh. Rebecca instantly froze; Clement felt her hand stiffen underneath him and he 
tried to stand, but immediately her fingers curled around his diminutive form ina 
protective cage of steel-like pillars, leaving a small peephole for his vision. Harumi 
pulled the sword away after a long and pregnant pause, sheathing it with hardly a sound. 
Then she stood, dusted off her peculiar robe, and stated matter-of-factly, "Never assume 
that I am asleep, Dame Rebecca. I rest, but I do not sleep." 


"That was uncalled for," Rebecca snarled, irritation and the slightest hint of anger 
marring her lovely face, "and why did you not awaken me for my watch?" 


"Which of us needs her repose more?" Harumi asked rhetorically as she silently began 
to walk out of the clearing. Still not fully awake, Rebecca stumbled after the blind girl 
as she hastily placed Prince Clement into his glass sphere. He thought she moved with 
acute clumsiness, crashing through the foliage Like an unbroken colt in the wake of 
Harumi's swanlike grace. Each movement jarred the glass sphere and felt none too 
comfortable in spite of the Queenscent padding. The horizon tilted whenever she took a 
step. He heard her yelp as a tree branch poked her side and Harumi turned around to give 
what must plainly be a disapproving look, in spite of the blindfold which obscured her 
eyes. Rebecca slung her lLongsword across her back, secured her dagger on her hip, and 
followed closely as Harumi set a pace of a fast walk. 


Left alone as the two women conversed, Harumi keeping a path far better than Rebecca 
in spite of her blindness, Clement glanced around idly. Rebecca wore a simple tunic and 
squire's breeches slightly too large for her body. She must have left everything back at 
her camp when she came for him, he reasoned, and his heart swelled with gratitude for the 
paladina's devotion. And her poor stallion! Digested into nothingness in the fox's 
belly; Harumi had cleaned out Tasselstream's bones from the fox's intestines when she 
dressed it for the evening meal. The thought made him shudder with the realization that 
it could as easily have been his fate. The glass globe alone protected him from the 
outside world and though it seemed a foot thick to his eyes no doubt it appeared all too 
fragile to Rebecca's. Snatches of the giantesses' conversation floated down to Clement, 
filtered indistinctly through the glass shell. He tried to watch the scenery, 
scrupulously avoiding any glances that traveled too far to his right or his left. Somehow 
the glass sphere had just enough chain that he dangled outside of Rebecca's shirt between 
her breasts, not quite hidden under her tunic. The shirt covered her well enough save for 
her collarbones and the very upper part of her chest; if he looked head-on, no doubt he 
would have seen the slope of her breasts beginning before they vanished into the cloth. 
Clement tried his best not to think impure thoughts. 


Watching Harumi's back became monotonous after some time and even the beautiful forest 
lost its appeal as time marched on relentlessly. Sighing, Clement stood up and stretched, 
deciding that he would play a game with himself. The glass globe swayed precariously 
every time Rebecca moved and Clement attempted to keep his balance for as long as he 


could, the curving walls and slippery surface making the task a worthy challenge. After 
another half hour, he had a much better understanding of the rhythm of her gargantuan 
strides. The key was to sway with the direction of motion. Inertia made it much easier 
for him to keep his balance if he moved with, not against, the way that the globe tilted. 
Together they swayed precariously as Rebecca scrambled after Harumi up a small slope, 
calling out something that Clement could not decipher - 


And suddenly his world darkened as her hand descended upon the glass globe, jostling 
him as she uncapped the two halves with an ear-splitting squeak. She opened the globe 
gently, allowing him to step onto her right palm, and as Clement did so he wondered if she 
had any inkling how the world looked from his perspective. She handled him as carefully 
as she could, of course, but her strength could only be made so sensitive. Looking up at 
her face as she brought up close to eye level, he saw her smile serenely at him as she 
dipped her head in greeting. He waved back at her, at which her smile widened into a 
laugh - had he ever heard such a beautiful sound before? - and she brought her hand up to 
her ear. He stepped off her hand and into her ear, seating himself as comfortably as he 
could and tying a few strands of her golden hair around his waist as security. A pity his 
voice didn't carry far enough for them to converse face to face; somehow she seemed more 
Lovely each time he saw her. 


"How do you feel, Your Highness?" she asked as Harumi broke into a fast half-run, 
silently vanishing further through the trees. She knelt and her arms moved; from the 
harsh sound of stone scraping against steel, Clement guessed that she was building a fire. 
The inside of her ear smelled especially nice today, filled with a floral scent. Had she 
cleaned it specially for him? 


He decided to be honest with her. "Truthfully Dame Rebecca, riding in that cage was 
not at all comfortable." 


"Harumi told me that you were becoming restless, sire." She apparently managed to 
start the fire, as she knelt further and began to gently coax it to life, breathing upon 
it. 


"Don't misunderstand me, the view was fabulous -" 
"Sire!" 


Peeping past the fold of her ear and through the curtain of her hair, he saw her place 
her left hand over her chest. Was it his imagination, or was her ear actually beginning 
to heat up? "No no no, I don't mean that, Rebecca!" he cried. "I respect your modesty. You 
know that! I meant that the trees are beautiful at this time of the year. Not ... stars, 
I can't even bring myself to say it." 


She had to be blushing. "Oh ... um, I humbly beg His Highness' pardon -" 


"No, it's quite alright." He fell silent, but the silence stretched uncomfortably as 
Rebecca seated herself and waited for Harumi, doing nothing. He stretched in her ear, 
which must have tickled her as she fought down a shudder. Glancing in her ear canal, he 
could dimly see earwax forming inside her ear walls. Glancing outside led to a drop from 
a height that made him faint with mere contemplation. He tilted his head to the left and 
directed a question down her ear canal. "Rebecca, would you tell me more about yourself 
and your life?" 


"Is that an order, sire?" 


She really did take propriety too seriously. Clement decided not to answer as a 
prince. "No ... consider it more of a request. A request amongst two friends." 


"You honor me, sire." She drew her knees in to her chest and hugged them close, 


clasping her hands around her ankles. She had kept her plated boots, at least. Clement's 
bare feet itched to feel the reassuring firmness of his campaign boots again, and he 
listened attentively as Rebecca began her story. "Where to begin ...? My family is from 
Medawrith, as His Highness knows. I have one older brother who is of the same year as His 
Highness, and who will inherit my father's farm. It seems so long ago! Every year my 
family comes to visit me at the paladins' chapter house during the Harvest Moon Festival, 
and they have been quite well - though my mother keeps pressing me to find a suitable man 
to marry." 


That was no surprise; except amongst the nobility, most girls were already married at 
Rebecca's age, and younger besides. And as the heir to the throne, he had courted women 
since his coming of age ceremony four years ago. "Marry? Didn't you take a vow of 
chastity when you joined the Order of Paladins?" 


"Yes, I did. Were I to be betrothed, the paladins would honorably discharge me from 
the order the night prior to my marriage. I am not forbidden to marry, but the paladins 
live for God and country alone. Any further obligation would detract from that service." 
She tilted her head, just a little, and Clement did not lose his balance. "I've trained as 
a squire in the Order of Paladins for six winters. I've seen you on many occasions, sire, 
at state ceremonies. I have always wanted a chance to express my gratitude for the way 
you saved all of us in Medawrith." She paused shortly before hesitantly venturing a 
question of her own. "Perhaps ... His Highness would deign to tell me of himself?" 


Clement settled into a more comfortable position in her ear. "You probably know most 
of it already, Dame Rebecca. I am the only child of King Aurelius Knossen and Queen 
Clarine Lancaster. I have been studying, almost before I could walk, for I will one day 
succeed my father as king of this realm. By the way, I hope that sounds as hollow to you 
as it does to my ears." 


"Sire! Not at all!" 


He smiled sadly. "You have a kind heart, Dame Rebecca. It is your best quality, but 
you are also very innocent. Each one of your eyes - your eyes are beautiful, I must say - 
is as large as I am. Would anyone follow me?" 


"I would!" Rebecca insisted. "Sire, you are brave, wise, and an inspiring leader. You 
command the devotion of your people, and this because you care for us! Who would not be 
glad to follow such a man?" 


"A man who must be carried everywhere by his queen, who must have his every word 
repeated by a chamberlain, who could leave no posterity?" He sighed, and, not wishing to 
depress the devoted paladina, forged ahead. "But you asked after me. Very well. My life 
is a very regimented one; decorum demands that I attend many state functions and meet 
dignitaries. I have also, since my coming of age ceremony four years ago, courted many 
women. Surely someone as lovely as you would have had many suitors, Rebecca?" 


"No, Sire. The paladins treat me as a sister, and I rarely see anyone regularly who 
is not a member of their ranks. And you embarrass me; are not all the noble ladies of the 
court far more beautiful than I? Surely His Highness could have any woman he so desired." 


"Perhaps. But I must choose carefully whom I wed. A royal marriage is a game of 
politics, made to secure alliances. And, I must think carefully of my people - I must 
choose a queen who is gracious and compassionate, a woman who will care for the citizens 
of Kafia, who will love her people with strength and gentleness." He paused. "How about 
it, Dame Rebecca? Care to be my queen?" 


She giggled, causing the skin underneath him to vibrate slightly. "His Highness is 
pleased to joke with his servant. My prince, which of the court ladies did you fancy the 
most? That is, if I do not offend with this question?" Rebecca leaned towards him in 


anticipation of the juicy gossip. 


Clement tilted his head to the side as he thought. How to characterize these ladies 
to Rebecca? "Lenneth Westinghill, daughter of the lord and lady of Sedgewick, was easily 
the most beautiful. I courted her two years ago for a season, when she was fifteen 
winters of age, and already her beauty was the talk of the kingdom. She was also selfish 
and over-pampered by her parents who doted on their daughter; truthfully, I was quite 
relieved to be rid of her. The other one who remains brightest in my memory is Nicole 
Armitedge, daughter of the earl of Jellicoe. She was not as physically beautiful as 
Lenneth, perhaps, but her spirit shone. I met her immediately after my courtship of 
Lenneth ended and we tried to be the best of friends for half a year. Nicole was both 
intelligent and cunning, and often neglected her womanly studies in favor of learning 
weapons and warfare with my tutors. She was also very ambitious; I must confess that I 
was not at all relieved by the thought of her as a queen. There are many more, of course. 
I do not bore you, do I?" 


"Oh, not at all, sire! I am both honored and humbled that His Highness would share 
such details of his life with a lowly soldier such as myself." 


He smiled and decided to tease her a bit. "Perhaps I simply fear for my own safety. 
Here we are, completely alone in the wilderness, a paladina with her centimeter-tall ward. 
Given the difference in strength between the two of us, I am hardly in any position to 
resist your will." 


"Your Highness, how could you even say that?" she gasped, and her hands flew up to her 
mouth in shock. He felt her body shudder, nearly knocking him loose from his precarious 
perch on her ear. "I understand that you are merely joking, yet even so ... please pardon 
me, I am quite at a loss for words." 


He laughed directly into her ear canal. "You're so easy to tease, Dame Rebecca. That's 
something else I like about you - your innocence. I know that I'm quite safe as long as 
you are present, and I thank you for that care. But, just once, I want to show my 
gratitude by reciprocating that care. One day, I hope I can protect you too." 


"S-sire ..." This time she really had no words for him, and he knew it. Knowing her, 
Rebecca would probably have tried to take him down from her ear and caress him, save two 
obstacles intervened. First, a few of her hairs remained tied around his waist. Second, 
Harumi chose to return at that moment dragging the bloody carcass of a young fawn behind 
her through the forest floor and into the clearing. Clement experienced a dizzying sense 
of vertigo as Rebecca stood up too quickly for him and began to feed the fire. As she 
coaxed more life into the flames, Harumi borrowed the paladina's dagger and set to work on 
the deer. Watching from Rebecca's ear, Clement could not help but admire the young girl's 
expert precision; though it was tailored for stabbing instead of skinning, Harumi handled 
the dagger with the deftness of a quill pen and rapidly divested the fawn of its coat. 
Then she sliced its tender flesh apart with equal precision; to Clement's eyes, great 
swathes of meat tore free with each cut of the titanic blade and Harumi casually passed 
them to Rebecca for smoking. Very soon the two girls had a dozen strips of flesh roasting 
merrily over the fire. Harumi continued until she had nearly stripped the fawn clean, 
wrapping considerable quantities of leftover meat with nearby washed dockleaves. She 
then cut apart some of the tough vines with Rebecca's dagger, using them as a crude sort 
of string to securely tie the dockleaves together. 


"We should take these with us," Harumi said matter-of-factly to Rebecca. "Who knows 
when we might have meat again. Here." She wiped the dagger cleanly on the nearby grass 
before returning it handle-first to Rebecca, who accepted it wordlessly. Clement, for his 
part, felt renewed admiration for Harumi's hidden strength; few girls of twelve winters 
had such skills as hers. Harumi tied the dockleaf packages to the sheath of her katana 
where they dangled at a short distance down its length. By this point juices had begun to 
surface through the thin strips which Harumi cut and Rebecca roasted; the paladina pulled 


the spit aside and propped it up, allowing it to cool. Clement untied himself from the 
strands of her hair and stepped out of her ear, gingerly attempting to feel his way to her 
shoulder. She reached up to place her palm underneath his feet, but as her hand ascended 
Clement lost his balance and slipped off her skin with a surprised yelp. Rebecca reacted 
instinctively, making a grab for his tiny body which missed completely. In doing so, she 
half-turned and her shoulder slid out of the way. Clement landed hard right beneath her 
collarbone, narrowly avoiding breaking his legs on her bone, and tumbled helplessly down 
the steep slope as he clawed for purchase. He slid for perhaps thirty feet by his 
reckoning, slipping continuously and unable to break his own fall until her flesh 
gradually leveled out from its initially near-vertical gradient. The descent stopped when 
he ran into the cut of her shirt and it depressed slightly from the momentum of his 
impact. He caught her skin and hung on, gradually realizing that he had fallen onto a 
part of her body which wasn't quite as steep. Her skin had always felt soft to his touch, 
even her hands which should have been toughened from years of training, but this part of 
her body seemed exceptionally smooth and yielding. Clement thought back for an instant, 
tracing the trajectory of his fall from her ear past her shoulder and onto her chest, 
rolling until he caught onto ... oh no 


How in the world would he apologize to her now? 


Her hand appeared beneath him, palm up, and he nearly leaped into it. Clement rolled 
onto his back and only after her hand had moved away from her right breast did he dare 
look up at her face. Two mouths opened simultaneously, but Rebecca must not have seen 
him, for in the next instant she had pressed her palm and Clement with it to her cheek. 
"Your Highness ... I am so sorry for my negligence." 


"No, not at all!" he shouted as forcefully as he could. Why did this woman have to be 
so utterly exasperating? "It was my own rashness which brought this upon me! I should be 
the one apologizing to you!" 


She pulled him away and he clearly saw two tear tracks wending their ways down her 
cheeks as she smiled at him through glistening eyes. "Why should you apologize, my lord? 
You have not offended me; rather, it is I who have caused offense. I pledged to serve you 
wholeheartedly and I do not retract that oath." 


An awkward silence ensued, until Harumi handed Rebecca a warm and well-smoked slice of 
venison. The paladina accepted it with a murmur of thanks and set the prince in her lap, 
gently placing her hand on her left leg and waiting for him to step off. Her breeches 
felt thick and warm to his bare feet, but not uncomfortably so, and very soon she tore off 
a far-too large chunk of meat and laid it before him with a reassuring smile on her lovely 
face. Harumi, who had tactfully ignored the entire exchange, ate quickly and efficiently, 
each of her bites Large enough to swallow two men of Clement's size whole. The amount of 
food that either girl consumed with each mouthful would have sustained him for a month and 
once more he felt himself humbled by that knowledge. He estimated that he would have 
needed a whole season to finish even one of the strips that Rebecca and Harumi swiftly 
disposed of. They quickly cleaned themselves when they had finished; Clement, quite 
unable to eat a chunk of meat half his size, offered it to Rebecca and she smiled at the 
gesture, accepting the gift with a deep bow and placing it in her mouth. 


They doused the fire and moved out quickly, Harumi again leading, Clement seated in 
Rebecca's ear at his request. With half a dozen strands of her hair securing him, he had 
no trouble keeping his seat even when the wind blew exceptionally strong. Still feeling 
uneasy about the way he had behaved - let Rebecca say what she would, Clement knew when he 
had intruded on a woman's modesty - he tried to strike up a conversation. "Where is Harumi 
leading us, Dame Rebecca?" 


"She says that a number of the amazons are on the march, towards Castle Armitedge. 
Once we pass through the Whispering Woods, which should not be too long, we will be in the 
Jellicoe earldom. Castle Armitedge must be warned before the amazons arrive in the 


earldom. And ... I imagine Your Highness would relish seeing Lady Nicole again ere we 
depart for Morning Fortress." 


"Seeing her like this?" Clement muttered. Was Rebecca still angry at his mishap? 
"Nicole would die of laughter. Tell Earl Armitedge whatever you wish, but I would much 
rather not show my face. He wouldn't be able to see it anyways without those thick 
spectacles of his." He paused and thought for a moment, trying to recall the lessons of 
war taught to him by the army's veteran general, Regal Scen. At best, Clement had proved 
himself no better than the average officer at strategy, certainly no match for an 
experienced campaigner such as Regal or Handuil Le Riand. He had to shape his plans 
according to his strengths, and those lay in his natural ability with small-squad tactics. 
Hardly fitting for a man who had to command the armies of an entire kingdom, but they were 
his talents which he had to use. What was the best way to analyze the situation? 
"Rebecca, would you ask Harumi if she can tell me anything about the disposition of the 
amazon army?" 


Five paces ahead of the paladina, Harumi stopped and half-turned to show the profile 
of her face to Clement. "Why don't you ask me yourself, Clement?" 


Rebecca stiffened. "Harumi, you should address His Highness as -" 


"She is not a Kavian citizen, why should she be subject to our laws?" Clement asked. 
"Although I wonder how she can hear me from this distance." 


"Nothing special," Harumi answered shortly. The young girl resumed the path and 
Rebecca followed, taking Clement with her in her ear. "Ask me again when we pitch camp; I 
cannot have an answer for you before then. Don't fall behind, Rebecca." 


"How DO you keep that pace without tiring, Harumi?" Rebecca asked as they both 
scrambled up a steep ridge. Harumi leaped up with the grace of a gazelle, jumping 
surefootedly from one step to another without a break in her stride; Rebecca climbed up 
much more laboriously, using the nearby trees to help her ascent. At the top she paused 
to catch her breath; her hair hung in disorder and she flung it back over her shoulder, a 
careless gesture for her, but her eyes widened as Clement catapulted out of her ear with a 
surprised wail. "Your Highness!" 


"Perhaps the globe was a better idea," Harumi remarked as she stepped over and gently 
disentangled Clement from Rebecca's golden waves. Still, she replaced him in Rebecca's 
ear and handed him a few strands of her hair, then gathered the rest and pulled off a 
nearby vine to tie it into a ponytail braid. The thick sheaf of hair hung down to the 
small of Rebecca's back. They resumed the trail, Clement's heart still pounding as he 
thought of what happened. He'd been halfway asleep after the heavy Lunch when Rebecca 
tossed her hair over her shoulder, rudely jerking him out of her ear and through a brief 
but terrifying flight through the wind. As if she read his thoughts, Harumi asked from 
the front, "Did you enjoy the sensation of flying, Clement?" 


"It's easy to say 'yes' now, but it was heart-stopping when it happened," Clement 
answered. "And don't apologize, Rebecca. That was quite enjoyable and I wouldn't mind 
having it done to me again, as long as you serve me notice beforehand." 


"Ah, y-yes, sire." They marched on in silence for another fifteen minutes, during 
which Clement again began to doze. Mixed feelings stirred as he looked at Rebecca and 
Harumi. If he glanced down, a breathtaking view of a valley nestled between twin hills 
unfolded itself in the cut of Rebecca's shirt. He fought his curiosity, reminding himself 
that he certainly didn't need to compromise his guardian again after the graciousness 
which she had shown over his fall onto her breast. Still, her feminine features held a 
mesmerizing quality which he was desperate to avoid. Harumi with her boyish slimness 
Looked almost as much a young boy as a young girl, save for her soft oval face, long hair, 
and bosom. Her robe looked as spotless as it had when he first met her. Staring at her 


back, Clement wondered what terrible urge could have driven her to blind herself at such a 
young age and devote her life to mastering the sword. What emotions did she hide under 
her polite, passionless exterior? 


Perhaps he should find out more about the girl who had saved him from the jaws of the 
predator. "Harumi. Would you tell us more about yourself?" 


She did not answer immediately, but her reply came without any shortening of breath or 
pause in her relentless stride. "What is there to say? I am a wandering swordswoman who 
seeks to discover herself by the way of the sword. That is all." 


"At Least tell us which family you belong to, which land you hail from -" 


"My ancestors have lived halfway across the world, in Ching Tsao, since time 
immemorial. No doubt you have never heard the name of that land before. I have trained 
in the way of the sword even before I could walk. This blade is the emperor's, forged in 
the smithy of a god and tempered by his own blood, or so the legend says. Reality is less 
glorious." 


"What do you mean, Harumi?" Rebecca asked cautiously. 


"My family did not approve of my interest in the way of the sword," Harumi replied 
emotionlessly. "We had been ministers to the emperor for three hundred years, men and 
women alike, and I was expected to be a dutiful concubine to His Majesty. The emperor 
gave me one of his own swords, no doubt believing that he was indulging a young woman's 
fantasy. My father tried to take it away from me when I returned home. So I killed him 
and the rest of my family who were there as well as the residence guards, and left Ching 
Tsao. I have wandered ever since." 


Shocked less by the actual facts than by their matter-of-fact recitation, Clement 
stammered out, "Your own family! Harumi, how could you possibly -?" 


"I live for the fight and may one day die for it, Clement," she answered coldly. "My 
training is my highest priority. If you stand in my way, I shall cut you down without 
remorse." 


Abruptly Clement's seat shifted as Rebecca reached for her longsword, which she drew 
as she lowered herself into a fighting stance. "You dare threaten His Highness?" she 
cried. "Draw your sword, Harumi!" Her free hand reached for Clement and she tried to pull 
him out of her ear, but her hairs held him fast and they dug deeply into his waist as she 
tugged. Clement grunted in pain, whereupon Rebecca let go as Harumi slowly turned around 
to face her. Clement held his breath, feeling powerless as the tension elevated between 
the two giantesses. If only he could stop them 


"Do you really know how to use that weapon?" Harumi queried. 


In reply, Rebecca leveled the sword for a swing at Harumi's neck. To Clement's more 
experienced eyes, it seemed as though Rebecca aimed it just short of Harumi's exposed 
skin, a warning cut more than an attack. He could scarcely believe what he saw next; in 
one instant, the young girl stood there motionless, and in the next she had blurred out 
entirely. Harumi moved too quickly for either Rebecca or Clement to follow, more quickly 
in fact than anyone had a right to move. In that one moment she slid into the circle of 
attack and deflected Rebecca's blade upwards with a precise strike from her first two 
knuckles into the flat of the sword, causing it to ricochet upwards at a far too sharp 
angle. Rebecca's swing went wide; almost as quickly, Harumi's right hand lanced out with 
a twin-fingered strike to the base of Rebecca's sword hand, impacting on her wrist faster 
than any cobra. Rebecca shrieked in surprise as the shock of the attack caused her grip 
to break, the lLongsword flying away when her fingers opened. The paladina froze, eye to 
blindfold with Harumi's still expressionless face. 


"In the future, choose your fights more wisely," Harumi murmured quietly. "Never 
attack out of anger, Rebecca. Patience can accomplish what strength cannot." She said no 
more, merely stepping away and resuming the trail as though nothing had occurred. 


"Wait, wait!" Rebecca cried as she fetched her sword and sheathed it, flexing her 
injured wrist. "Harumi! Harumi, how did you move that fast? I've never seen anyone 
fight the way you do." 


"If you apply yourself, you can learn anything," Harumi answered even more 
cryptically. 


Rebecca hurried to keep up with Harumi. Suddenly impatient with his status as a 
second-hand passenger, Clement asked Rebecca, "How far before we reach Castle Armitedge?" 


From the head of the column, Harumi called back, "Perhaps another two hours past 
evening." 


The march continued until the sun sank low in the sky, punctured by the occasional 
conversation. Mostly Clement and Rebecca spoke while Harumi answered as she was asked 
without volunteering any information on her own part. Their guide held up a hand as the 
sun kissed the horizon and scouted ahead, returning a moment later. "We've reached the 
edge of the woods," Harumi reported to Rebecca and Clement. "The amazons are still a day's 
march away and we can gain Castle Armitedge easily before they do." 


"Are they moving?" Clement wanted to know. 
"No, they camped two hours ago," Harumi answered placidly. 


"Then we might as well, too, out of sight." He hesitated as Rebecca began to clear a 
space for sleeping. "You wouldn't happen to have any water left, would you, Dame Rebecca? 
I would very much like to bathe." 


"I'm afraid not, sire," she answered, and with a start he suddenly realized how 
thirsty she must be, having marched an entire day with not much water to drink. Come to 
think of it, had either of the girls drank at all besides at noon? 


"I hear a stream two furlongs south," Harumi said. Clement heard nothing and he 
wagered that neither did Rebecca. "We should bivouac there for the night." Having no 
better plan to propose, Clement asked Harumi to lead the way and five minutes later they 
stood on the banks of a small river that quietly wended its way through the forest and 
past into the farmlands of the Jellicoe earldom. Harumi knelt and began to gather sticks, 
piling them together on the shore as Rebecca removed her boots and let her feet sink into 
the water. As Clement watched, Harumi tilted her head, almost as though looking at the 
pile of kindling, then snapped her fingers together. The sound must have startled even 
Rebecca, judging by the paladina's reaction, and it cracked like thunder in Clement's 
ears. One or two sparks flew from Harumi's fingers and landed; gently the blind girl 
coaxed the fire to life and then stood, satisfied. "While you bathe and prepare dinner, I 
shall survey the area," she stated simply. Pausing only to put aside her sword and its 
wrapped meats, Harumi vanished phantomlike through the trees. 


Left to her own devices, Rebecca waited for her prince to untie himself from her hairs 
before she gently Lowered him to the ground. The river felt cold and refreshing, but it 
also looked deep - no more than two dozen feet in width, but deep enough that it might run 
over her head in the middle, and certainly too deep and strong for her prince. The 
paladina frowned, thinking ... the bank fell steeply a foot or more before the water 
began, so she could not hollow out a shallow pond for him. No solution suggested itself 


to her, so she carried Clement to the safest spot she could see, a half-cove where he 
could stand with the water reaching up to his chin. Light from the campfire illuminated 
both of them even as the sun's rays failed. "Sire, I will be further downstream. If by 
chance you are swept away, call for me and I will hear you. And ... no peeking?" she 
asked shyly. He nodded vigorously and Rebecca hid a smile. 


Quickly she undressed herself on the bank and laid her clothes aside, wishing she had 
another change. Then she dove into the water, teeth chattering as the cold blasted her 
skin. She had no soap either, but the Bayvine leaf had some cleaning properties and she 
picked a few of the large, flat leaves, soaking them thoroughly in the water before she 
applied them to her soft skin. A poor substitute for soap; still, it wasn't half bad, and 
she felt far more clean fifteen minutes later. Next she slipped underwater entirely and 
cleaned out her hair as best she could, rubbing more Bayvine juice through her golden 
locks. Rebecca made a mental note to secure soap and a fresh change of clothes as her 
first order of business at Castle Armitedge, time permitting. 


A quick glance showed that Prince Clement had already finished and was waiting, back 
turned, for her to pick him up. She smiled at his gentlemanly nature and decided to play 
with him a bit. He did say that she should be more carefree around him, hadn't he? As 
quietly as she could, Rebecca swam up behind Clement, gliding through the water. He must 
have heard her, of course, but still he yelped in surprise when she came within a few 
inches of him, opened her lips, moved them down to water level ... and inhaled sharply. 

He cried in surprise as a sudden current forced him through her lips and into her mouth, 
water sloshing as he settled on her tongue. Dimly the paladina heard him shouting and she 
gently exhaled him out onto her hand. "M-my apologies, Your Highness ..." she stammered as 
she raised him to her ear. What had caused her to do that? 


She heard him laughing as he stood in her palm. "No, I don't mind, Dame Rebecca. That 
was fun! Would you do it again?" 


The statement brought her up short. Her prince thought it was fun? She'd always 
appreciated his sense of humor, but he sounded as though he wasn't cross with her. If he 
enjoyed it ... if he enjoyed her company ... Rebecca smiled happily and set him in the 
water. Another swift inhale and he again tumbled into her mouth with a cry of surprise 
and delight. He felt soft on her tongue and tasted almost like raw fish; she teased him a 
Little with her tongue, then stood on the river bank, threw her head back, and gargled the 
water in her throat. She felt him bouncing around on the surface of her throat, caught 
helplessly in the miniature maelstrom that she created. Even above the sound of roiling 
water, the paladina heard his laughter ringing. 


She would have smiled too at the prince's delight were it not for the fact that only a 
narrow strip of water separated him from the far more deadly waters in her stomach. She 
knelt on the riverbank and opened her mouth, dropping him into the water and placing her 
hand underneath him. He still laughed and she giggled with him like a love-struck maiden, 
diving underneath the water. He caught onto the tips of her hair and she instantly had 
another idea. So he liked flirting with danger and excitement; Rebecca surfaced and swam 
upriver with powerful strokes, the prince clinging to her hairs for dear life. She felt 
him let go when she dove underwater again; opening her eyes, she spotted his tiny form and 
opened her mouth, surfacing directly underneath him. Once again he shrieked in surprised 
merriment as her lips rose all around him. Water spilled out of her mouth as she gained 
her footing on the river bed. 


However much fun she was having, though, they still needed to camp for the night. 
Rebecca closed her mouth, trapping Clement inside, but keeping her lips separate to allow 
him to breathe. He scampered excitedly back and forth on her tongue, testing her inner 
cheeks with kicks which she strained to feel, and even pressing himself against her teeth. 
Rebecca had to choke back a delighted smile; Clement sounded like he was having the time 
of his life and tears came to her eyes as she reflected that she had given this gift to 
him. She did not open her mouth until she had dried and clothed herself. Then she 


deposited his naked form into her palm, smiling as she handed him his roughly-cut tunic. 
"Did you enjoy yourself, sire?" 


"I haven't had that much fun for years!" he told her when she placed him in her ear. 
"We have to do that again sometime!" 


She giggled, but abruptly silenced herself as she heard the distinct neigh of a horse. 
Rebecca and Clement instantly froze; a moment later, she heard horsemen crashing through 
the woods. The steady thud of hooves made it difficult for her to distinguish how many, 
but her question was answered a moment later as half a dozen horses emerged from the 
darkness and into the circle of her fire. Rebecca tilted her head, allowing her hair to 
fall over her right ear and so conceal Prince Clement. Still, she relaxed; the fox and 
serpent insignia painted these men as soldiers of House Armitedge, all of them cavaliers. 
Two of the horses had no riders. 


"who are you?" The voice, not the words, made Rebecca start, and she stared at the 
last rider who emerged into the firelight. A woman ... and one of rank, evidently, from 
the way the other riders deferred to her. She held her warhorse with practiced ease, 
gently guiding him up to the fire and Harumi's discarded sword. Now that she had emerged 
fully into the light, Rebecca saw a woman with long, dark hair underneath her glittering 
helm. She possessed rich brown eyes and a slender, athletic figure much like Rebecca's 
own. Difficult as it was to judge on horseback, the lady stood probably an inch or two 
above Rebecca's height. She wore her armor comfortably, a quiver full of arrows on her 
back and a bow tied to her horse's flank. Her skin looked tanned and healthy, the 
clearest indication to Rebecca that this woman had spent much time training under the sun. 
Perhaps most disquieting of all, she couldn't possibly have been more than a year older 
than Rebecca herself. 


The paladina stood and offered a military bow. "Rebecca De'thaldun, of the Order of 
the Shining Crown." 


"Oh, a paladin," the lady remarked. "Surely something of great importance brings you 
out here alone in the wild? Mind me not; you look famished and weary. A horse for our 
paladin, Charles!" One of the knights dismounted and led a sorrel stallion to Rebecca and 
she gratefully mounted. She felt Prince Clement stirring in her ear and prayed that he 
would remain quiescent behind her curtain of hair. "My name is Nicole Armitedge," the 
woman continued, "Lady of the earldom of Jellicoe, on whose border you stand. My men and 
I are investigating rumors of a tribe of savage women encroaching on our borders, but we 
have seen no one save you." Behind her, the last of the sun quietly slipped beneath the 
horizon. 


"Tell her what you've seen," Clement advised. 


"I have had an encounter with these amazons, Lady Armitedge," Rebecca said as Nicole 
turned her horse. "About three days -" 


Nicole held up a gloved hand. "All in good time, Rebecca. We ride for Castle 
Armitedge now. First we'll see that you are bathed, clothed, and fed properly, and then 
you may speak to your heart's content. Or sleep first, if you wish." Nicole winked at 
Rebecca and the paladina instinctively felt drawn by the noblewoman's charisma. The 
horses set off at a brisk trot, emerging from the woods in a matter of minutes and onto a 
beaten dirt road which rapidly gave way to cobblestones. The soldiers spread out into a 
box around the women, giving them enough room to converse quietly without being overheard. 
Ahead, the knight captain lit a torch and led the small party along the king's highway. 
Rebecca raised a hand to her ear and felt for Prince Clement. 


"I'm wide awake, Dame Rebecca. See what you can learn from Nicole." 


The paladina waited for the lady to begin, which Nicole did. "We should gain the 


castle within the hour. You seem to have seen rough campaigning, so I will not press you 
to speak unless you wish." 


"No, I will be alright," Rebecca answered. "Thank you for your consideration, Lady 
Armitedge. But these amazons ... my mission cannot wait. I must return to Morning 
Fortress with all speed." 


"why the urgency, Rebecca?" 


"They are coming; already they are only a day's march away from Castle Armitedge, 
camped in the woods. And ... they possess a deadly poison. Perhaps you have heard that 
Prince Clement and a company of Kafia's best knights went to investigate? The king sent 
my chapter to learn what had befallen the prince and his Knights when they failed to 
report. What I found ... was almost too gruesome to say." 


"Grave news indeed, Rebecca," Nicole mused quietly. "You will understand and forgive 
my skepticism. Will you remain in the castle? You seem exhausted, and I can send a rider 
to Morning Fortress before midnight or a pigeon at dawn." 


Tempting offer. Rebecca shook her head slowly, fearful of displacing Clement. "No. I 
must go myself, to report to the head of the Order. But I can tarry for one night; again, 
I appreciate your hospitality, Lady Armitedge." Inwardly she asked her god to forgive that 
white lie. Anyone could let the Order know ... in truth, she wanted to be with Clement. 
How selfish of her, and yet how powerless she felt to resist that desire in her heart. 


"Think nothing of it. I should be grateful to you for the intelligence." Nicole 
pointed ahead and Rebecca saw gleaming lights materialize out of the night's darkness. 
"There ... Castle Armitedge. Our garrison is beyond its maximum strength right now; 
Samson Essex, the son of the duke adjacent to our lands, arrived two nights ago with a 
full contingent of soldiers. There are nearly one thousand soldiers stationed in the 
castle; many are scouting our borders as I have done tonight, but they will all return. 
Charles, ride ahead to the castle and inform them that we have a visitor, and to extend 
our hospitality to her. Prepare a room for her in the guest quarters." One of the 
soldiers saluted smartly and galloped off through the castle gates. As their small group 
passed underneath the portcullis, Nicole turned to look at Rebecca again in the sudden 
light of the torches. "We can talk in the morning. For now, I have arranged for a bath, a 
meal, and a change of clothes." 


"I thank my lady for her hospitality," Rebecca answered courteously, then quieted as 
she heard Clement speaking to her. "Wait, please." Nicole turned to look at her curiously, 
dismissing the soldiers with a wave of her hand. They filed inside while she and Rebecca 
remained in the gatehouse. Rebecca removed Clement from her ear and brought him to her 
heart, where she placed him in the glass globe. Slowly she unwound the golden chair from 
her neck and passed it to Nicole. "Lady Armitedge, His Highness wishes to speak with you. 
I will rejoin you at my earliest opportunity." Nicole's eyes widened at the sight of 
Clement in the glass shell and she reverently received the globe, removing her helmet and 
threading the chain around her own neck. Rebecca bowed politely to the lady and 
dismounted, allowing a groom to lead her horse away. 


Safe at last. She hadn't realized how exhausted she truly felt until that point, and 
wearily allowed a pair of soldiers to lead her away downstairs. Dimly she wondered how 
Harumi fared, and ... wait, hadn't one of the soldiers brought Harumi's marvelous weapon 
with them? The blind girl would never stand for that! Rebecca allowed herself a soft 
smile, grateful that she would at least see Harumi again. Her mission was almost 
accomplished and Rebecca relaxed knowing that her prince lay in Nicole's capable hands 
now. 


So why did she suddenly feel lonely without him at her side? 


As Nicole Armitedge carefully unscrewed the glass globe still trying to conceal the 
surprise on her face, Clement could not help but reflect on how much she had matured. Gone 
was the impulsive tomboy he had courted two years ago - her expression seemed far more 
serious and contemplative, befitting a woman of eighteen winters. She carried herself 
with easy authority even as she opened the globe and allowed him to step into her palm. 
Clement did not try to remain standing as her hand slowly raised him to her ear, she by 
instinct seeming to know what to do. "We meet again under unusual circumstances, Your 
Highness," Nicole whispered. "It seems misfortune has befallen you. I am, as always, at 
your service. Forgive me if I do not curtsy." 


"Decorum be hanged," Clement replied with a laugh and he felt rather than saw her 
smile. Her room was a large and well-decorated one befitting a lady of her stature, lit 
by the yellow light of candles and the soft blue glow of Lantern moss strategically 
arranged in the room. Besides providing strong illumination over small distances, Lantern 
moss also kept the air fresh. Tapestries hung from the walls and carpets over the floors; 
unsurprisingly, Nicole kept a small cache of weapons in her room next to her dresser. 
"It's good to see you again, Nicole, even if I'd rather not be seen like this. How have 
you fared since we parted? Are your parents well?" 


A tense silence followed before Nicole replied, sadness in her voice. Clement watched 
as she plucked a few Queenscent leaves - any respectable noble lady had a dozen plants 


growing in her room - and carefully replaced the old ones in his glass shell. "My ... my 
parents passed on less than a month ago, Your Highness" she replied sorrowfully. "There 
was a sudden blaze, and ... they did not escape. I still cannot bring myself to have 


their bedchamber cleaned; it is barred and sealed right now." 
"Forgive my indiscretion," Clement spoke into her ear. 


"It isn't your fault, sire," Nicole answered. She paused to remove her boots and her 
armor, and Clement could not help but admire her. Here was a woman who had lost her 
parents tragically early in her life, yet she filled the role of the Duchess of Jellicoe 
most admirably. And instead of asking servants to assist her, she carefully took off 
boots and breastplate herself, then unbuckled her belt. Nicole slowly walked to her 
wardrobe, a spare one by nobility's standards, and chose a simple nightgown for herself. 
From his vantage point in her ear, Clement admired her womanly grace and gentle curves - 
both notably absent during their courtship two years earlier. Perhaps time had also 
tempered her iron-like will? A loud creak broke his reverie as Nicole opened a door and 
stepped into a small side room. She lit a pair of candles; as she turned her head, the 
prince saw a square marble fount built into the floor. A marble bath, then - an expensive 
luxury, even for nobility. She pulled a crank and warm water began gushing into the large 
fountain. "Join me for a bath, sire?" 


"Where's Rebecca?" he wanted to know. 


"I gave orders that she should also be bathed, fed, and given a fresh change of 
clothes, after which she may join us or not as she pleases," Nicole answered as she pulled 
her tunics off in a single fluid motion. Momentarily blinded by sheets of cloth, Clement 
turned about to excuse himself on the grounds that he had already bathed, but before he 
could speak Nicole's hand rose and she tilted her head, causing him to slip out of her ear 
and onto her palm. Smiling benevolently down at him, her dark locks falling like a 
curtain all around him, she stepped into the marble bath and gingerly lowered herself into 
the water, sighing contentedly. "Shall I take your clothes, Your Highness?" 


<why not?> Clement thought. It couldn't possibly hurt to become reacquainted with 
Nicole; they had been companions earlier, even if he disliked her assertiveness then. He 
took off his rough tunic and she carefully placed it on the side of the bath. Clement 
glanced away, taking his eyes off her naked body and absurdly glad that he was too small 


for her to see him blush. Like Rebecca, Nicole had soft facial features and smooth, dove- 
like skin. Unlike the waifish paladina, Nicole's body was sculpted in feminine curves and 
she had full breasts against Rebecca's small ones. Nicole seated herself upright in the 
bath and lowered him to her right breast, depositing him onto the yielding flesh. Clement 
scrambled for purchase in an attempt to avoid the roiling waters and Nicole giggled. "I 
wager your paladin didn't allow you such liberties with her body," she Laughed. "Oh, 
please don't be shy, sire - I Know you want to." 


Her voice, though excessively loud to his ears, was not an unpleasant one. He clung 
to the slippery curve of her breast, his feet seeking purchase before they stopped on her 
gargantuan nipple. Her skin was wonderfully soft and smooth, but Clement glanced around 
wondering how best to escape this predicament. Why was she playing with him like this? 
The roaring torrent died away as she stopped the flow of water and the sea became 
tranquil. He leaped off and into the water, surfacing and glancing back at her. Nicole 
smiled down at him like a benevolent goddess and playfully tossed a wave at him with her 
right hand. A small gesture, just a flick of the wrist which caused hardly an disturbance 
in the water from her perspective, but the wave carried Clement away helplessly to the 
other side of the bath. He always had difficulty estimating distances at his size, but 
when she pushed herself away from the wall and idly swam to him in a pair of strokes he 
realized that the bath must be at least fifteen feet wide and perhaps half as deep. 


She cupped a hand underneath him and picked him out of the water, liquid rapidly 
draining away between her massive fingers. Then she pushed herself away again and floated 
idly in the center of the bath. Clement felt her Lowering him and peeked out when she 
stopped; though he tried not to move, her hand tilted until he slipped and landed 
between ... those hills must be her breasts. Nicole withdrew her hand and it landed 
somewhere beyond his horizon in the water. "Feel free to explore, Your Highness," she told 
him; if he Looked carefully, he could see her chin and throat in the far distance. "Your 
studies of woman surely did not include a detailed examination of her body. That must be 
remedied - a king must satisfy his queen, whomever she may be." 


To her credit, Clement had little trouble standing upright on her nearly still body. 
The skin over her cleavage was still soft like that of her hands, but underneath he could 
feel her solid bones and the faint beating of her heart. Still blushing madly, he 
wandered over her chest and belly. A massive tangle of hairs at the base of her hips 
marked her womanhood and he decided that it at least should remain inviolate. He leaped 
into her navel, gazing around at the way her flesh enclosed him, and climbed out. After 
some time, he marched back to her chest and struggled to ascend the curve of her left 
breast until he stood triumphant on her nipple. Here he could just barely make eye 
contact with her and he waved; Nicole smiled and waved back. Those fingers loomed larger 
as they came for him and gently lifted him off her breast; she moved into an upright 
position again as he sat in her hand. With her free hand she reached for something above 
the marble walls and beyond his sight. Nicole produced a shallow bowl with which she 
scooped up a handful of water and dropped him into it. He landed softly, followed by a 
splash as something large and heavy landed next to him. Clement glanced to his left to 
see that she had provided him with an overly large piece of soap, then he was again 
subjected to that dizzying sense of motion and vertigo as she placed the bowl on the rim 
of the bath. "If His Highness requires anything, I shall be more than happy to comply," 
she told him with a smile, her colossal body towering over him. Her face lay framed 
between those two immense marks of her womanhood. "And, I hope my appearance met with your 
approval," she giggled before diving back into the water. 


She had never been prone to flaunt her femininity, Clement reflected - never with such 
liberality, if his memory still served him aright. During their courtship, she had been 
too much the tomboy and too restrained by protocol to attempt it. Not to mention that she 
had resembled a boy back then - a pretty one, true, but certainly without the advantages 
that she currently possessed. He shrugged and began to soap himself off for the second 
time that night, but his mind drifted as he did so. Rebecca ... no doubt quite well taken 
care of, yet he missed her calm and reassuring presence. Who did he really wish at his 


side, Rebecca or Nicole? Did he feel more at ease with the shy, compassionate paladina or 
the assertive, confident earl's daughter? If he glanced over the side, he could see 
Nicole washing herself, still unashamedly naked. She blew a kiss at him and winked when 
he caught her eye. 


Clement shrugged and turned around, carefully cleaning himself as he tried to purge 
impure thoughts from his head. He finished bathing and nearly succeeded until something 
large bumped into him from above and behind, knocking him ingloriously into the water. 
Soapy water splashed into his face as he broke the surface, glancing around wildly - and 
nearly colliding with Nicole's face again. Her large brown eyes fixed their gaze on him 
as he scrambled to conceal himself. Laughing, Nicole picked the bowl up and poured its 
contents into her palm. Caught between her hand and the rapidly draining bath, Clement 
was pressed into her soft skin. He sensed her movement and a moment later the candlelight 
illuminated his world again, revealing Nicole toweling herself off. She dried herself 
quickly and tied her hair up, then slipped into the violet silk nightrobe which concealed 
her body while still managing to flatter her figure. Nicole dropped Clement onto the 
towel and brought his rough tunic to him while he dried himself. "I'm afraid I cannot do 
better, sire," she said apologetically as she dropped it at his feet. She seated herself 
on the rim of the bath and crossed one gigantic leg over the other. "You're much smaller 
than any of my dolls - but, I'm sure I could sew something together for you." 


"Since when did you learn how to sew, Miss Armitedge?" Clement shouted back in reply. 
Nicole must have heard it, for she laughed and swept him into her hand with one deft 
motion. Clement felt her hand moving until it lay nestled between her breasts, and he 
blinked. Was Nicole Armitedge, who once aspired to be a general in the Kavian army, 
trying to seduce him? He chuckled at the thought of how much she had changed in a brief 
period of two years. Come to think of it, hadn't she toured the Jellicoe earldom on a 
hunting expedition immediately after leaving Morning Fortress? 


Quite suddenly Clement smelled something that wasn't Nicole's scented skin. A single 
glance showed that the castle servants had laid out dinner for the lady while she was 
bathing; Clement immediately spied roasted pheasant and soup, and it made his mouth water. 
Two places had been laid out, but Nicole set him down near her own plate and indicated the 
opposite chair with a glance. "The paladin is welcome to join us. If not ... I suppose we 
dine alone. Do you object to pheasant, sire?" Clement shook his head vigorously; 
giggling, Nicole peeled off a much too large piece and gingerly set it down next to him. 
It was still steaming with heat and Clement did not try to touch it. If he looked up, he 
could see her face, again partially obscured by her full breasts. And to his surprise 
was she nibbling delicately on her meats? Nicole Armitedge, a proper Lady? 


Rebecca did not join them for dinner. 


After Clement finished as much pheasant as he could handle and Nicole gladly disposed 
of the rest with one swallow, he again found himself cupped in her hand as she carried him 
to her Luxurious bed. She seated herself at the edge of the bed but did not pull up the 
covers; instead, she gently placed him in her ear again. After that bath, her ear smelled 
pleasantly of perfume rather than the sweat of a day's ride and Clement felt grateful for 
the change. Clement both heard and felt her speak, vibrations traveling up her jawbones 
and into her ears. "Your Highness ... I would be pleased if you would spend the night with 
me, under my protection. Your condition is no doubt caused by that sinister herbal poison 
of which I have heard much. How far away are these savage women?" 


"A day's march, according to our guide -" Clement began. 


"Your guide?" Nicole asked, clearly surprised. "Pardon me, sire, but were there more 
in your party besides the lady paladin?" 


"A young girl who guided us through the forest when we were lost," Clement replied, 
and he said no more. Harumi might be a young girl and blind to boot, yet Clement had 


never seen anyone who moved like she did - swiftly and utterly precise, with frightening 
sword skills which he knew none of his knights could match or even approach. "The katana 
you retrieved belonged to her; doubtlessly she will wish for its return." 


"Ah ... I was certain that such an exquisite weapon must belong to you," Nicole mused 
thoughtfully. "No matter. I will send orders that the sword is to be returned to her when 
she comes. How many of these savage women come?" 


Clement paused and thought back, thinking of what he had seen during his months of 
captivity. "Perhaps ... three or four hundred is my best guess. I was their captive for 
three months, but I do not know for certain. They are at least sophisticated enough to 
dispatch scouts, but they lack military discipline. Do not underestimate them as I did, 
however - else your soldiers may become as I am now, diminished without hope of a cure. 
Have you seen to your defenses?" 


"I have, sire," Nicole replied smartly. "My scouts are still scouring the land for any 
sign of trouble, but the citizens have orders to flee to designated strongholds when the 
signal is given. And we are doubly fortunate, for Samson Essex is here with three hundred 
soldiers, a third of the strength of the Duchy of Florence. If your estimate is correct, 
we will outnumber our attackers two to one and fight from strong positions." Clement 
smiled at the assessment; whatever might have changed, Nicole had forgotten nothing of the 
times they studied strategy and tactics together. Then, as she continued, he forgot 
everything she had mentioned earlier. "And ... there is a cure for your condition, sire." 


Stunned, Clement gathered his thoughts and stared at nothing in particular. Was she 
serious? "There is?" he demanded, sudden hope springing up in his heart. Part of him 
imagined Rebecca's look of surprise and then excitement if she had been present to hear. 
"How do you know this? What is it?" 


Nicole seemed to hesitate. "I'm afraid it's quite difficult, Your Highness. I could 
cure you, but ... I desire something in return." 


"Name it," Clement replied eagerly, suddenly wide awake in spite of the day's fatigue. 


"Marry me," she answered simply as she reached for the glass globe and idly toyed with 
it. "I wish to be your queen." 


That brought him up short as his excitement abruptly died. Nicole Armitedge, his 
queen? Her choice of words ... she wanted to be queen? Perhaps he did not know for 
certain, but Clement had a sneaking suspicion that Rebecca De'thaldun would not have used 
the same words. If being queen was more important to her than having him as husband 
and suddenly he realized that Nicole had not changed at all. Playing with him in the 
bath, looking after his every need ... Clement felt his temper rising. She had tried to 
seduce him! And like a fool, he had not realized this simple, thinly-disguised fact. He 
stood abruptly and glowered at her inner ear. "No." 


She must have sensed the finality in his voice, a royal tone that brooked no argument, 
for she immediately began pleading with him. "Sire? How could you say that? Why?" 


"Three reasons," he answered carefully. He might be the prince, but he was also 
literally an insect in her hands. And as important as it might be for him to regain his 
stature ... this carried greater weight. He simply could not let Nicole Armitedge be 
queen. "First, even while we courted, I had grave concerns over your qualifications to be 
a monarch. I do not trust someone as ambitious and short-tempered as you were, someone 
who brooked no competition. Secondly, I understand now that you have been playing a 
double game. You would not have this knowledge without collusion with the enemy - if you 
were to be my wife, I would never sleep safely at night." 


She sighed, but her tone hardened. "I suppose it was foolish of me to believe that I 


could deceive you, Prince Clement. What ... is the third reason ...?" she asked slowly as 
she tilted her head. 


He paused again, but her tilting stopped and he maintained his seat - barely. Clement 
could see her fingers reaching for him and guessed he had angered her too much. Well, so 
be it; she would not dare kill him. What could stating his last reason hurt? "The third 
reason is ... I love another woman." 


Scarcely had he said this when he flew out of her ear, propelled as if by a ballista 
into her hand. It carried him with terrifying speed into a direct face-to-face 
confrontation with her frightening expression. Clement fell into her palm, staring into 
her eyes, each one as Large as his entire body and burning with wrath. She breathed 
heavily; each time she exhaled, a powerful gust of wind washed over his frail and 
vulnerable body, keeping him pinned to the surface of her almighty hand. Her expression 
did not change as she slowly mastered herself and she finally relented, dropping him into 
her lap. Clement yelled in surprise as her hand turned upside-down, his fall broken only 
by the soft silk and cotton of her nightgown. "You would choose that paladin bitch over 
me?" she murmured slowly, voice dripping with acerbic contempt. "You're more of a fool 
than I believed, Clement. Tell me, did she ever give you free rein with her body as I 
have for you? Do you honestly believe that she would be a queen superior to a woman of my 
Learning?" 


Before he could answer, her hand descended again and seized him none too gently, 
Clement gasping at her strength as she squeezed him between two of her fingers. She 
unceremoniously flung him into the glass globe and twisted the hemispheres together, 
sealing him inside with bits of Queenscent herb and Lantern moss. The moss glowed with 
ethereal blue light, reflecting off the surface of the shell while still allowing him to 
see beyond his tiny prison. Clement saw her thread out the gold chain and remove the 
globe. Her words, though less distinct, could still be understood. "Reconsider your 


choice, Clement. Until you do ... you will learn more of woman than you ever thought 
possible." So saying, the glass globe was impelled forward as Nicole lifted the hem of her 
nightgown, revealing a tangled mass of hairs concealing ... no! 


Horrified, Clement banged desperately on the unyielding walls as Nicole separated the 
lips of her monstrous cavern with the fingers of her other hand. He caught a glimpse of 
pink flesh before the globe was brusquely forced into her secret depths. A finger 
impelled him forward and he stared with morbid fascination as his prison descended deeper 
into her body. Of course, he had read books which offered cursory details on the female 
body - but this! He immediately noticed how much hotter the glass globe had become; it 
was like sleeping in Rebecca's hand, only much worse, and he could not tear his eyes off 
the many folds in the vagina as she forced him through it. Her finger, topped by a 
delicate nail, pushed him ever further and he screamed in terror. The shell stopped in 
front of a thick ring of muscle with a small opening in the center slightly Larger than 
his body. It led into her womb, he guessed, and with growing terror he realized that if 
she forced him in he would never emerge. Mercifully, the her finger withdrew and the 
walls of her flesh partially closed behind it. Her cervix, its opening too small to admit 
the globe, barred his path; along the opposite end, he saw a long and narrow tunnel of 
pale pink flesh which vanished into darkness, its walls lined by many folds and glistening 
with fluid. 


Her flesh Latched onto his glass globe and he was jostled helplessly whenever she 
moved - and even when she did not, her muscles never remained still. The net result was 
that her flesh perpetually squirmed and carried his vessel with it, nudging it constantly. 
It made him very uncomfortable; this, combined with the stifling heat and the ethereal 
glow of the Lantern moss which illuminated every last detail, caused a great weight of 
dread to sink onto Clement. Shouting, it appeared, was entirely useless. After a few 
minutes he began to realize that when she spoke, he could hear very faint noises filtering 
through his prison of flesh. Sweat began to form a fine film on his body and Clement 
instinctively tried to conserve energy by resting, attempting to sleep as well as he 


could, but the constant motion and miserable heat made even napping a difficult prospect. 


Clement lost track of all time. He did not know how long he laid in his hot prison as 
he drifted off into semi-repose, falling into the blurry border between the dream world 
and reality, but he was abruptly jostled awake when the walls tilted a quarter of a 
revolution and he was unceremoniously flung against the new floor of the globe. Nicole's 
muscles had begun to squirm more violently than ever and he braced himself against the 
shell, wondering what new devilry she had planned for him. Not only were her muscles 
squirming, they also moved - a rhythmic contraction that cycled in a great circle, tossing 
him about like a feather and mocking his inability to do anything. Through the motion 
Clement saw the tunnel before him open as something large forced its way through her 
fleshy prison towards him. Her finger, perhaps? 


He screamed like a frightened girl when he saw what it truly was. 


Clement stared in horror as a gigantic worm-like entity, easily as large as the glass 
globe and considerably longer, pushed aside Nicole's walls. Her flesh expanded as the 
folds in them smoothed out, but the squirming piece of flesh occupied Clement's attention 
and he stared at what could only be someone else's manhood. Cold shock caused the sweat 
of fear to pour out anew across his back as he drank in every detail - the bulging head of 
the rock-like penis, the small opening at its top, and how it deformed when it pressed 
against the glass globe. Instantly he felt the pressure forcing the globe back against 
Nicole's ring of muscle and he shrieked again, wondering if she intended to trap him in 
her body during the throes of her ecstasy. But there was almost no time to think, for the 
monstrous penis and the walls of Nicole's prison began to move in unison. A rhythmic 
vibration, slow at first, set in and Clement was tossed like a helpless sailor on the 
surface of a raging sea. 


He clung to the smooth surface of the glass shell in desperation, praying with all his 
might that the ring of muscle behind him would not open. The glimmer of blue light 
revealed every last detail of the unholy coupling to him, as the vibrations came faster 
and faster. Then, almost without warning, a wave of milky white fluids erupted like a 
geyser from the head of the penis and Clement screamed in fright as the glass globe was 
covered in thick liquids. Braced against the walls of the shell, he felt intense pressure 
building as the mighty invader pumped on and on. At last it mercifully stopped and 
Clement slumped down, exhausted, as the penis withdrew from Nicole's depths, satisfied 
that it had fulfilled its appointed task. 


He was unceremoniously flung aside as the vibrations began anew and he tumbled 
helplessly in the glass globe. These were the most violent of movements he had yet felt, 
and dimly he could hear a woman shrieking in pleasure. Instantly he realized that Nicole 
had achieved ecstasy, knowledge which brought him no comfort. The next few minutes became 
the absolute most wild and terrifying journey in his life as he was thrown helplessly 
around the globe in the throes of the woman's ecstasy. When the contractions at last died 
down, Clement winced as he stretched his bruised and battered body out on the bottom of 
the shell. Though his prison lay covered in the mingled male and female fluids of 
coupling, he could see just enough to recognize that he had not vanished into Nicole's 
womb. Her muscles surrounded him, holding the globe still save for the occasional 
squirming. 


Clement released the breath that he had not realized he was holding. Less than half 
an inch tall, trapped in a woman's depths, he had nevertheless survived her unholy 
ecstasy. He wondered what other torture she had designed for him in her devilish mind, 
and then he thought of Rebecca. No doubt the paladina had been kept ignorant of his fate. 
If she knew ... would it break her gentle heart? He whispered her name in the confines of 
his prison, imagining her smiling face and happy expression, her gentle touch and her soft 
skin. "Rebecca ... I... just wanted to see you one last time ..." 


Rebecca raised her head wearily as the doors to the dungeon creaked open. She lay 
chained against a cold wall of mortared stone, and it was slimy to boot. Her wrists had 
been shackled against the rock, while her calves had been secured with two more bolts in 
the floor, forcing her to kneel on the unforgiving stones. Two days in this position had 
chafed both her wrists and her knees raw; added to her chains, her arms had been stretched 
up uncomfortably high so that her lower legs supported most of her weight directly. Her 
squire's uniform provided little protection against the bitter cold and she shivered 
incessantly. 


She guessed that two days had passed since they locked her in this stinking pit. 
Nicole's servants led her away talking about baths and supper and fresh clothes, but 
before she had gathered her wits four soldiers had appeared and locked her in the dungeon 
where she now lay. Her door was bolted shut and she saw no one at all. Rebecca marked 
time by listening to her own heartbeat. No sunlight whatsoever filtered into her cell and 
only a single dying torch kept the small room lit. A few ventilation slits cut into the 
stones prevented the smoke from being overwhelming. Why had they chosen to come now? The 
door swung open and Rebecca blinked as torchlight illuminated her visitors' features. 
"Lady Armitedge?" she rasped weakly. 


Nicole Armitedge nodded gravely, flanked by a quartet of amazons, and Rebecca stared. 
One of the women carried something with a black cloth draped over it, another pair held an 
odd-shaped device with several screws, and all four slung longbows with arrows. As 
Rebecca blinked stupidly, Nicole stepped forward and knelt in front of the paladina. "Does 
it surprise you? The castle belongs to the Saitha tribe now. We march next for Morning 


Fortress, but ... first, tell me. Tell me of the strength of the garrison at the 
fortress." 

Rebecca shook her head. "I... I don't know. We left the fortress more than three 
weeks ago -" 


A stinging slap cut her short and Rebecca drew back, stunned. Nicole had backhanded 
her across the face! The lady of the castle reached forward and yanked the paladina's 
chin, murmuring, "Three weeks as opposed to my two years, Rebecca. I don't care if your 
intelligence is three weeks old, I want it regardless. Now tell me. What was the 
strength of the garrison when you left the fortress?" 


The paladina looked away. "I won't tell you. Why are you -?" 


"Please allow me to do the asking," Nicole cut in. Her voice sounded soft but her 
tone held an edge of iron. She palmed something unseen in her hand as she considered her 
next words, then tilted her head to look curiously at Rebecca. "Rebecca, what is the 
prince to you? I hear you sojourned with him and protected him for some time - surely 
this could not be entirely from duty, could it?" she asked, in a still softer and more 
deadly tone. 


"Clement. I... I... my duty ... no, more than that. He's brave and decisive, and 
kind to me ... he doesn't deserve the fate inflicted upon him." 


Nicole nodded and held up the object in her hand. Rebecca understood at once, for it 
was the glass globe now unthreaded from its accompanying chain. And within that glass 
shell, the prince knocked helplessly against his confining prison, obviously terrified of 
the giantess who held him in her palm. The globe glowed faintly in Nicole's hand, 
outlining Clement's tiny form against the Lantern moss and Queenscent herb. Heart 
transfixed as if by daggers, Rebecca stared at the glass shell as a tear began to trickle 
out of her eye. Nicole casually tossed it up a few inches and caught it again, causing 
the prisoner trapped within to tumble around helplessly against the unforgiving walls. 
"You will be quite displeased to know that I have mistreated your precious prince, then," 
Nicole continued conversationally. "The first night, Samson Essex and I made love while 


poor Clement lay trapped before my womb. Since you seem so concerned about your prince, I 
think we should let him rest in your body tonight. Open wide!" 


"What are you - no!" Rebecca shrieked as the amazons moved forward and locked their 
strange device around her head. It was made of metal and a quartet of hooks bit cruelly 
into her lips, forcing them open as pain lanced through her jaws. Her mouth lay locked in 
place, but her horrified eyes found Nicole and stared in disbelief as the lady of the 
castle slowly advanced and laid the glowing globe on the tip of her tongue. Impelled by 
gravity, the shell rolled into her mouth and Rebecca gagged. Her throat muscles wrenched 
and undulated around the unfamiliar orb as her instinctive reflex made itself manifest. 
She took a long gulp and tears began to seep out of her eyes as she realized that she had 
just swallowed her prince. One of the amazons released a lock and the pressure on her 
jaws ceased, allowing her to speak again. The hooks remained in her mouth, however. She 
felt the glass globe travel down her throat and into her stomach, where she lost her feel 
of it. She began to sob helplessly. 


Nicole caught her chin and forced Rebecca to look into her hard eyes. "The strength of 
the garrison. And the weapons available, and the state of the army's training. Now." 


The paladina shook her head miserably. "N-no, you can't force me to -" 


"Rebecca, besides the prince you are the only one who has recent intelligence. I 
can't torture him, obviously ... but you, you are different. Perhaps you'll feel more 
talkative after a month of starvation ... except we do not have such time. Very well, 
let's feed you instead, and see if you can withstand food torture." One of the amazons 
lifted the cloth from the object that she held, setting it down in front of Rebecca, and 
the paladina choked back a scream of horror. The amazons had brought the glass feeding 
bowl and filled it halfway with ... tiny men, squirming in one wretched mass of despair. 
Nicole laughed humorlessly. "My sisters tell me that they caught a number of armored 
horsemen scouting around their camp some time ago. Captives like those are too valuable 
for my sisters to eat when they could be used as breeding males or trinkets." She dipped 
her hand into the bowl and fished up half a dozen struggling men; very faintly Rebecca 
heard cries of terror and nearly cried herself. Nicole opened her hand to show Rebecca 
the paladins squirming on her palm. "Do you recognize them?" 


"Brothers ..." Rebecca whispered, stunned into silence. As she watched, one of the 
men slipped off her palm with a despairing scream. He landed on the cold stone floor and 
lay still, but only for an instant before he very slowly and painfully began to crawl. 
Nicole's fancy peep toe pump descended on him, leaving a barely visible red mark on the 
dungeon floor as she withdrew her foot. Rebecca screamed; then, locking eyes with Nicole, 
"Wait ... what do you ...? Surely you will not eat them! You mustn't!" 


Nicole shook her head. "No, I've had enough of eating men. But you must be starving, 
Rebecca. Here, let me feed you." 


"No! You mustn't - mrph!" The amazon behind her twisted a screw, which pried the 
paladina's jaws open; wide-eyed, Rebecca stared up into Nicole's pitiless eyes as the lady 
dangled a tiny screaming man above her mouth. Her fingers opened and the man fell with a 
shriek of despair between Rebecca's lips, landing solidly on her tongue. She felt every 
movement as the man frantically scrabbled for purchase, but her tongue proved too slippery 
and he tumbled backwards into her throat. Fighting desperately to keep from swallowing, 
she gagged on his body and jerked away from the amazons, trying to purchase time. It 
didn't work; they held her fast and she swallowed reflexively, clearing her windpipe. 
Rebecca heard the paladin screaming all the way as he slipped into her stomach. Tears 
seeped out of her eyes and she began sobbing as the amazons released the lock. 


"I have nearly a hundred of your precious paladins in this bowl," Nicole continued 
conversationally as though nothing had happened. "Each time that I am dissatisfied by your 
behavior, I shall feed you another man. As for the remainder of the paladins - but let's 


not think too far into the future. Now tell me what I wish to know!" 


Sniffling, Rebecca murmured in a trembling voice, "There were ... three chapters of 
the paladins ... when we left. The army had just begun the regular seasonal training, so 
the knighthood and the bulk of the infantry will be there." 


"And provender? Can this army be supplied?" Nicole wanted to know. 


"I don't know, I heard nothing of the logistics - wait, what are you doing?!" Rebecca 
cried as the amazons seized her again. "I - nrgh - truly don't know!" 


"A pity. Someone else must needs die for your ignorance," Nicole commented as she 
fished another man out of the bowl. "Oh, don't look so frightened, little one - part of 
you will live on in your sister." Laughing callously at her own cruelty, Nicole lowered 
the paladin between Rebecca's lips. 


Horrified, her eyes locked onto the man as she realized who it was. Tears once again 
began to flow freely out of her eyes as she saw her old mentor reduced to such a pathetic 
state. The man who had practically raised her for the last six years, who had taught her 
to cherish honor and duty above all else, who had drilled the discipline of sword and 
spear into her body ... violently she tried to wrench away. She couldn't! She couldn't 
swallow Sir Bryant! And even as she resolved to resist as well as she could, she felt his 
body drop onto her tongue and begin slipping deeper towards her throat. 


"Rebecca!" She heard the tiny shout of her knight superior more through her bones than 
through her ears. "You must tell them nothing! Even if we are all sacrificed ... tell her 
nothing -!" The cry cut off as Sir Bryant fell backwards into her throat and vanished, but 
Rebecca keenly felt the sensation of his body slipping through her esophagus until he 
finally disappeared into her stomach. Despair gripped her as the amazons loosened their 
hold and she wept openly. Somehow, all the lessons about loyalty in the face of danger 
seemed so broken, so empty now. Unutterable anguish filled her soul as she contemplated 
the deadly choice before her. Tell Nicole Armitedge everything, and risk the grave 
consequences? 


Yet how could she let such abstractions of duty and silence obscure the very real pain 
of her friends? To hear the cries of the doomed wrenched at her very heart, and Rebecca 
felt that she could not withstand the torment. She could save them, she could tell her 
captor everything ... but she looked at Nicole again, and saw no pity in the lady's eyes. 
If she remained silent, the paladins would meet their doom in suffering that no man was 
meant to endure, brave to the end as they always had been. And if she revealed the 
secrets of the fortress ... would that condemn the people of Kafia to a similar end? Dare 
she tempt such an awful doom? 


Could she be a true paladina, and hold fast to her duty even to the bitter end? 


Three hours later, a disappointed Nicole Armitedge left the cell with the four amazons 
and an empty glass bowl, having learned nothing from Rebecca De'thaldun. Rebecca cried 
herself to sleep as she felt the frantic struggling in her bloated stomach reduce to 
feeble struggles and finally stop altogether. 


"Rebecca. Rebecca! Awaken!" 


Pain surged through her wrists and knees as Rebecca groggily awoke and opened her eyes 
to see nothing at all. Complete darkness surrounded her and Rebecca instantly realized by 
sampling the air that the torch had at last died. She heard very faint breathing directly 
in front of her; otherwise, she would not have known that another person was in the room 
with her. Then her memories flooded back and tears sprang to her eyes as she suddenly 


realized that all movement in her bowels had ceased. "W-who's there?" she asked ina 
trembling voice. 


"It is I, Harumi," the familiar voice responded. A soft rustle of moving cloth 
indicated that she moved slightly to Rebecca's right. "I came as swiftly as I could, 
Rebecca, but I had no opportunity to slip to the gaol until now. Brace yourself." Rebecca 
did as instructed; she heard another whisper of sliding cloth, then the distinctive song 
of a blade slicing through air. Something unseen but solid and terribly powerful struck 
the bolt on her right wrist, which at once gave way and freed her arm. Quickly and 
efficiently Harumi cut through all four bonds which held Rebecca's limbs and the paladina 
stood shakily, inspecting her chafed wrists and knees. She staggered as she took a step 
and Harumi caught her by the arm. "Steady, Dame Rebecca. Haste makes slow going - let us 
wait here until you can walk steadily." 


Rebecca wiped a tear from her eyes as she took another tentative step. "H-harumi? The 
prince - Clement, I ... oh!" she cried, nearly sinking to her knees again. She laid both 
hands on her shirt, feeling for any movement in the stomach underneath. 


Harumi opened the door a little, just enough to let dim light into the cell. Her 
voice dropped considerably in volume as she whispered, "Your prince is still unharmed - 
terrified, perhaps, and desperate to escape, but alive. Those who were with him, however, 
were less fortunate." Rebecca blinked and shaded her eyes against the dim light while 
Harumi crouched and held her sword ready for a stroke. No sound came from beyond the cell 
and Harumi gradually opened it wider and wider, giving Rebecca's eyes time to adjust. 
"Rebecca. Weep Later for the dead." 


"I... I'll try, Harumi," Rebecca nodded, wiping away her tears. The younger girl 
opened the door completely and led the way out, the paladina following close behind in a 
dreamlike daze. At the base of the steps which led down to the dungeon cells, two amazon 
guards lay motionless on the stone floor and Harumi tossed Rebecca a Longbow and a handful 
of arrows which she relieved from one of the corpses. Rebecca nearly failed to catch it 
and she leaned unsteadily against the cool walls of hewn stone. However Harumi had killed 
them, she had done it quite cleanly and no blood stained the cobbled floor. Harumi tilted 
her head, Listening intently, before nodding curtly and ascending the steps in silent 
strides. Rebecca followed feeling decidedly less graceful, stumbling over the stones on 
her still none-too-steady knees. Harumi placed her ear by the door post of the entrance 
which led into the great hall, but whatever she heard or did not hear evidently satisfied 
her for she straightened and beckoned to the paladina. Rebecca peeked into the hall, 
where half a dozen more amazons lounged carelessly on the Luxurious sea-green carpet which 
blanketed the corridors of Castle Armitedge. The women toyed indifferently with their 
weapons and with the tiny men shackled to the jewels which they wore. Trembling, 
Rebecca's hands sought out the younger girl. "Harumi?" 


"What is it?" Harumi whispered. 


"How did you ... how did you slip in, unnoticed?" Rebecca asked in an equally low 
voice. 


Harumi shrugged. "Fortune favors me, perhaps," she replied nonchalantly. Harumi 
sheathed her sword without a sound as she crouched low at the portal, still ready to move 
in any direction. She beckoned to Rebecca to join her. "The lady of the castle left 
recently and took nearly all of the viragoes with her, leaving only a few behind to watch 
her establishment. If we can but gain the other end of the hall, our escape onto the 
King's Highway will be simple." So saying, she bent her head and listened again. 


Rebecca noted the lack of other entrances into the dungeon stairwell and wondered how 
Harumi had slipped past half a dozen of the amazons, whatever their lack of discipline 
implied. The hall itself measured some forty feet wide; there were no doors directly 
opposite them, but slightly to their right the hall opened into another corridor a bit 


further away from the grand entrance upon their left. Harumi straightened into a tense 
crouch and leveled her head, almost as though she were gauging distances through her 
blindfold and judging speeds and times. As Rebecca watched, Harumi tensed, broke into an 
instant sprint - and in a blur of motion much too swift for Rebecca's eyes to follow, 
crossed the entire distance to the door. Carefully the young woman crouched again out of 
the amazons' sights, puckered her lips, and voiced a loud shriek of surprise and 

terror ... only it sounded from the far end of the hall to Rebecca's right. Rebecca 
quickly flattened herself against the stone walls as half a dozen roused women rushed past 
the dungeon entrance, past both herself and Harumi. 


Harumi beckoned to Rebecca and the paladina needed no second bidding, quickly and 
quietly crossing the hall as the noise from the amazons obscured her own footfalls. She 
joined Harumi in the hall and the blind girl quickly threaded her way further down the 
corridor, her sandaled feet unerringly finding the proper path even as the sounds of the 
startled amazons gradually died down behind them. Rebecca followed Harumi, her legs 
gradually strengthening as they accustomed themselves to motion and the pain of movement 
gave way into a dull, almost welcome throb of blunt pain. Ten minutes later they emerged 
from the castle stronghold into the garden grounds. Harumi slowed down her rapid pace and 
pulled Rebecca aside into a partially concealed corner outside the castle walls flanked by 
a few low lying bushes and an apple tree. Now that she had a chance to see Castle 
Armitedge in the daylight, Rebecca found herself considerably surprised by its beauty. 

The plants, obviously well cared for, simply glowed with verdant health. Castle 
Armitedge's massive walls on the one side and the deep moat on the other left a narrow 
strip of land in between, reducing the approaches to a pair of opposite directions. 
Harumi Kagawa nodded to Rebecca. "Rest for a while, Rebecca. Your prince is nearing the 
end of his journey through your flesh." 


"Ah ..." Now that she had time to stop and think, Rebecca realized that she indeed 
felt the urge to relieve herself. Wordlessly she pulled her stained breeches down and 
knelt, and she began to weep quietly. Harumi politely turned away and pretended to listen 
to the surrounding environment, but Rebecca called to her. "Harumi ... Nicole, the lady of 
the castle ... she ... she made me swallow my tiny brothers in arms ..." she murmured in a 
voice trembling with emotion. Her distraught memories burned in her heart, striving for 
release, desperate to let someone else know her pain. "P-please, tell me that ... that 
they perished swiftly and without suffering ..." begged Rebecca. 


Harumi paused without turning to look at Rebecca even as the smell of human waste 
wafted past her nose. "... I fear that I can give you no consolation, Dame Rebecca." 


A tear ran down the paladina's cheek. "Oh, brothers ... I'm so sorry ... I promise, 
for all of you, that I will protect the prince." Still weeping, she stood up and closely 
inspected the pile of filth, holding her nose with one hand as she pulled the soiled glass 
globe out of the stinking heap with her other hand. Carefully she took it down to the 
moat and washed it thoroughly, cleaning off the surface until it fairly glowed, before she 
hastily opened it and clasped the tiny occupant to her cheek. "Oh my prince ... I... I'm 
so relieved that you're safe ..." 


"Dame Rebecca!" she heard him call in a tiny voice as she held him to her ear. "I'm 
glad to see you safe too!" Tears started to her eyes again as she listened to his voice, 
full of relief after his escape from terrors past. "I know that it must be difficult for 
you, Rebecca. The paladins met their deaths bravely. We must honor and remember their 
sacrifice." She nodded slightly, keeping him securely tucked in her ear as she signified 
her assent. "And Harumi! I knew you wouldn't leave us!" The blind girl nodded silently in 
acknowledgment. 


Wiping away her eyes, Rebecca took Clement into her hand again and offered him to 
Harumi, who held him in her palm as the paladina raised a small mound of earth to cover 
her feces. "Brothers, I will not forget. I ... I won't cry now. My mission must continue 
without you, but I will never forget your bravery and your sacrifice. 'Tis a bitter 


farewell!" She wiped her tears off her cheeks and turned towards her companions again, new 
resolve in her gaze. "Your Highness, Harumi - Nicole Armitedge cannot be far ahead of us. 
If we march quickly, we might still gain the Fortress before Nicole arrives with the 
amazon army." 


Harumi handed Clement back to Rebecca and the paladina carefully placed him in her 
ear, giving him a few strands of her hair to anchor himself. "The lady of the castle was 
in league with the warrior women," she stated simply. Rebecca looked at her. "She 
betrayed her garrison and her servants. The day after you arrived, she gave a grand 
banquet to the occupants of the castle as the warrior women arrived. I watched it all; 
the food was drugged with poison and within minutes the entire garrison had been shrunken 
to your size, Clement. With the fortress undefended, the amazons easily gained entrance." 


"Then the garrison, and all the servants?" Rebecca asked, fearing the worst already. 


Harumi nodded as she began to walk, slowly crossing the drawbridge. Rebecca followed 
her once she had satisfied that Clement had secured himself to her hair. "Yes. The lady 
of the fortress made love to the visiting lord and, like the hourglass spider, shrank and 
devoured him the following day. Those of his army who escaped the appetite of the women 
are no more than their playthings now. It shames me to admit that the lady was more 
cunning than I would have suspected." 


"Nicole ... she what?" Clement exclaimed into her ear. "I want to kill her myself." 


"T also hate her, sire," Rebecca said, "for what she did to you. If only there were a 
way to return you to your proper stature!" She sighed, her heart reaching towards him as 
her feet stepped onto the king's highway again, a cobblestone road which led almost 
directly to Morning Fortress. Harumi in front walked with a swift but unhurried stride 
and Rebecca came up alongside her. She glanced back; Castle Armitedge loomed over them 
and the noonday sun above the battlements, but evidently Harumi perceived no danger of 
pursuit. They saw no one and Rebecca suppressed a shiver at the strange quiet all around. 
However earlier the amazons had marched, their tracks lay clear along the side of the 
road. 


"Nicole hinted that there may be," Rebecca heard the prince say. "But in exchange for 
the knowledge, she wanted me to marry her. I refused." 


"A cure to restore you ..." the paladina repeated wistfully. "It isn't my place to say 
this, sire, but I believe that you did well to refuse her hand in marriage. I am so sorry 
that she mistreated you for it. I haven't been a very good protectress ... but I will 


continue to do my best. As will Harumi, I am certain." The blind girl turned her head and 
raised an eyebrow but ventured no comment. More to herself than to the swordswoman or her 
prince, Rebecca continued to ruminate. "Surely there must be a way! Else how could the 
amazons raise daughters? Harumi, have you encountered them before? Do you know anything 
about them? Do you know of any cure?" 


"Once or twice," Harumi responded. "And yes, I do know to restore your prince." 
Rebecca stumbled and nearly sent Clement flying out of her ear. "What?!" the prince 
and the paladina cried simultaneously. Rebecca stared at Harumi, not quite believing what 
she heard, and when the blind girl did not halt her pace she had to run to keep up. 

"Harumi! Is this true? Why did you never say a word to us about this?" 
"Why did you never ask me?" Harumi answered simply without a pause in stride. 


"But ... how?" 


This time, the orange-clad girl did stop and turn to "look" at Rebecca, who felt a 
blind gaze boring into her soul. "I observe my world through eyes which see nothing and 


perceive far more than do yours. It will be difficult for a woman who has never borne 
children, Dame Rebecca, for only in the womb of woman may man be made whole again. 
Clement, if you will place yourself within her womb, you will begin to grow again and 
resume your stature quickly. The essence of a woman is the antidote for the poison which 
afflicts you. But rest assured, you will both suffer greatly if you choose this path." 


"I... what do you mean?" Rebecca wanted to know. "Harumi, I would shrink from no 
sacrifice. Please, tell me what I must do, for His Highness' sake." 


"Yes, tell us," she heard Clement add. 


Harumi led them off the path and along a dust path which led to a cottage. The door 
had been forced earlier and she pressed it open to reveal the scene of a brief but violent 
struggle - furniture overturned and grain scattered in disarray. She seated herself on 
the floor and Rebecca followed her example, holding her hand up to allow Clement to step 
out onto it. As he did so and she clasped him in her palm, Harumi again returned her 
penetrating gaze to the paladina. "Then listen carefully. The least mistake will cost 
Clement his life, and it is no accident that mortality amongst the male slaves of the 
warrior women is high. Clement, you must take a piece of Queenscent herb with you, else 
you will suffocate. Climb into the paladina's inner flesh and into her womb, then lie 
down with your belly touching her flesh. Until her cord forms, the herb alone must 
sustain you. Once the cord is complete, then her flesh will sustain and heal yours. But 
the ritual is a dangerous one and fraught with dangers for one who has neither seen it 
before nor borne children." 


"What must I do?" Rebecca wanted to know. 


"Restrain your passions," Harumi told her. "Lie still upon your back until the cord 
has formed. If you move before then, you will upset the process and doom Clement. And, 
you must not give way to the ecstasy before he has gained your womb; if you do, he will 
surely perish. He will begin to grow of himself once the poison is purged from his body; 
therefore, you must birth him after his body is strong enough to bear the rigor of labor 
but before he has grown too large to leave your flesh." 


Rebecca shuddered. "It sounds dangerous, Harumi ... the risk is great. What if you 
were to hold him in your womb instead - with the prince's permission, of course." 


Harumi laughed softly and shook her head. "That ... is no longer possible ... for me. 
For Clement to enter my womb would spell certain death. No, Rebecca, it must be you or 
else no one who attempts this great feat. Decide amongst yourselves; I can give you no 
counsel." So saying, Harumi stood up and walked outside the abandoned cottage on silent 
steps. At the door she paused and flung inside a handful of picked Queenscent stalks with 
fresh leaves. 


Left alone with Clement, Rebecca opened her fingers and peered down at the prince who 
sat with his back resting against her palm. Carefully she lifted him up to her ear. "What 
does my prince desire?" 


His voice sounded small but strong and resolute, and inwardly she admired the 
fortitude he showed. "I will do it," he said without a trace of hesitation. 


Rebecca leaned back slowly and carefully so as not to upset him. Placing her back to 
one of the walls, she said, "But you heard what Harumi said, Your Highness. My life is 
not at risk, but I dare not chance yours." She shuddered as she thought of what the 
process might entail, her heart reaching out to the brave prince. How could she not 
admire his courage? "Why not remain as we are, Your Highness? You will always be my 
prince and I your loyal knight. You need not fear for your safety or well-being, for I 
will protect you as long as I am able." 


"I do not doubt your word, Rebecca," Clement replied. She felt him shift his posture 
in the folds of her ear. "And yet ... what cowardice would that be upon my part? How 
could I possibly ask you to be my guardian if I myself have not the courage to face this 
trial? The risk we run is great and the chance of failure high, but think: it is a chance 
to once more be a man again. Rebecca, you have no idea how it frustrates me to be so 
small and helpless, unable to do anything. It's a miracle that I have not fallen from 
your hand once, nor become prey to a wandering creature. It shames me that I have had to 
rely on your strength and Harumi's as my own is insufficient. Just once ... let me 
protect you." 


"Sire ..." she whispered, tears very near her own eyes. "I think I understand now. 
Forgive me - I thought so much of defending you and completing my mission, that I even 
forgot to consider your feelings." She tenderly took him out of her ear and gazed down 
upon him with her emerald eyes, now filled with unspoken emotion. "I ... I will do my 
best, Your Highness," she promised in a choked voice, lifting him up to place him against 
her cheek. 


"The sooner done, the better," she heard him say in his distant, small voice. "There 
is just one thing I must ask you." 


"Yes, of course. What is it?" she asked. She took her hand away from her cheek and 
kept it close to her face, the better to see and hear him. The movement startled him and 
he lost his balance for an instant, which made him tumble into her palm. Clement laughed 
and Rebecca giggled with relief. He quickly regained his feet, still smiling. 


Clement sketched a bow and descended, kneeling upon her palm as he opened his hands to 
her. "Rebecca De'thaldun ... will you marry me?" 


She blinked, taken aback for a moment and wondered if she had correctly heard what he 
said. He had asked ... to marry her? "Oh ..." she stammered, blushing as the words sank 
in and the shock wore off. Then she smiled, a happy smile which slowly crept up her 
cheeks as joy welled up in her heart. He had asked for her hand in marriage! Delight, 
surprise, elation, and pure happiness melded in her emotions as she pressed her left hand 
to her heart, not quite daring to believe what the man standing on her right hand had just 
asked of her. Tears started to her eyes again as she wondered that this noble man who 
suffered so much and yet retained all his strength of character would desire her, of all 
women. "Y-you mean - i-if this works?" she asked tremulously. He saw her as a beautiful, 
desirable woman! The knowledge made her light-headed with joy and she knew that her knees 
would have failed her had she been standing. 


Clement, still kneeling on her palm, shook his head. "Regardless of that, Rebecca." 


She smiled happily through watery eyes. Never in her wildest dreams ... "Yes. Yes, I 
will, Your Highness," she agreed. Impulsively she drew him close and kissed him although 
the act caused him to fall over onto his back. Rebecca smiled again as she heard Clement 
laugh. This time she settled for briefly clasping him to her heart before she set him 
down and handed him a Queenscent herb, of which he tore off a piece about half his size. 
"T will protect you while you are resting within myself. I ... I love you too," she 
admitted. Rebecca blushed as she pulled down her breeches somewhat, leaving her hips and 
cleft exposed. Carefully she laid herself on the ground and her hand sought Clement; when 
she felt him climb onto her palm, she lowered him into the valley between her legs. "Are 
you certain, Your Highness?" she asked softly. "It isn't too late to change your mind." 


She heard nothing, but she felt something moving amongst the hairs surrounding her 
vaginal lips and then touch those selfsame lips. Rebecca started and reminded herself 
that she had to control her body. Still, she squirmed as she felt Clement step into her 
passage and she could not prevent Lustful thoughts from arising. To have a man inside of 
her! And not just any man, but the one whom she loved above all others. Rebecca felt the 
prince struggle deeper, forcing his way past her many folds of flesh, and she bit down on 


her lips. Restraining herself was proving to be far more difficult than she had 
anticipated and she worriedly tried to peep down at her uterus. Where he was exactly, she 
could not tell, but she felt his body wriggling inside of her passage. Her vaginal lips, 
at first subdued, now felt swollen and wet when she lightly touched them with her fingers. 
He had moved past the guardian labia, taking the Queenscent leaf with him ... but how much 
further did he have to go? Rebecca grasped the doorsill in an effort to still herself. 
She felt her body tremble with rising passion and again consciously forced herself to lie 
quiescent. But the movement in her vagina continued unabated and now she was certain that 
liquid was seeping out of her passage. She could only imagine how difficult it must be 
making Clement's progress even though she felt with acute awareness his tiny body pressed 
against her flesh. A low moan escaped her and in spite of her best efforts more impure 
thoughts arose in her mind. Such a tiny lover, completely within her body and her power, 
learning about the most intimate of her secrets! As he slowly moved upwards, she groaned 
again as she imagined Clement moving closer to the cradle of life, to the inner mystery 
which a woman alone could know. Sensual feelings surged through her body as it began to 
move to a rhythm of its own. Her grip on the doorsill tightened as with her other hand 
she desperately sought something, anything, to hold, before the mounting pressure of mind- 
blanking jubilation overcame her resolve. A little more, she thought desperately, and he 
will be in my womb ... and then the ecstasy came upon her and she shrieked with carnal 
pleasu - 


Harumi's fist struck her with the force of a falling star. 


Rebecca awoke slowly but painlessly. She opened her eyes, blinked, and would have 
started upright had not something soft but firm as iron barred her shoulders, preventing 
her from rising, while pain seared through her cheeks. As her eyes focused and aligned 
themselves, Rebecca saw Harumi kneeling over her with a grim expression, holding down the 
paladina with one arm laid across her shoulders. The aroma of tender meat roasting over a 
campfire of apple wood reached her nose a moment Later and Rebecca's mouth instantly 
watered. The angle of the sun's rays indicated late evening to her and she suddenly 
realized that she had eaten nothing since her last meal of prince and paladins. But first 
there was a more pressing concern and she instinctively reached for her belly, feeling 
gingerly for any sign of movement. "C-Clement?" she asked in a trembling voice, 
remembering her ecstasy and Harumi's dramatic resolution of it. 


"Your precious prince is unharmed, though I felt his terror when the ecstasy came upon 
you. Had I been just a few steps less swift, no doubt he would have perished," Harumi 
informed her. "Lie still and I will let you know when the cord has formed." She rose and 
walked outside the cottage again, only to return a moment later with a great cut of well- 
roasted meat upon a stone plate - scavenged, no doubt, from the wrecked house. The blind 
girl produced a knife and expertly sliced the venison into thin strips with deft motions. 
Then, holding one such strip with her fingers and dangling it over Rebecca's mouth, she 
commanded, "Here, eat this. You must regain your strength." 


"Thank you, Harumi," Rebecca replied politely before she accepted the meat and chewed 
it thoroughly, savoring the rich flavor and the feeling of vitality returning to her body. 
"I... I don't know what I would do if Clement had perished during my ecstasy." 


"You Lack discipline, Rebecca," Harumi answered shortly, but a moment later she 
softened the blow. "Fret not. Most men would not have been able to bring Clement thus 
far. However ..." and here her expression became serious as she fed Rebecca another strip 
of venison, "you are losing much time. You will need to rest here for a day or two, and 
in that time the lady of the castle marches upon Morning Fortress with her army of women. 
I fear that the burden of carrying a man will make your return journey exceedingly 
difficult. A true pity that the horses have been wantonly slaughtered." 


"Oh!" Now that Harumi mentioned it, Rebecca abruptly realized that she hadn't even 


thought of the consequences. She frowned worriedly. "Then ... what can we do? Harumi, 
perhaps you could go ahead and take a message to the fortress? Surely you could arrive 
ere the amazons do." 


Harumi shook her head. "And why should anyone believe the word of a woman like me, of 
unknown name, a tramp who carries a priceless sword - stolen, no doubt, from a noble 
family? Neither could you fend for yourself in such a condition, Rebecca. Without my 
aid, neither you nor the prince will survive. Understand that I cannot go." 


"Then who -?" 


Harumi shook her head. "Enough of such thoughts, Rebecca! That mission must simply 
wait, so hope for the best. Now, eat well. You are eating for two," she reminded the 
paladina. Rebecca swallowed a second piece of meat, then another, and Harumi carefully 
spooned water into her mouth in between venison. Rebecca ate hungrily; for her own part, 
Harumi carefully paced herself as she fed Rebecca. The sun had sunk beneath the horizon 
by the time Rebecca finished the last of the meat. Very carefully, Harumi salted the 
uncooked remainder and stored it safely away and then cleaned Rebecca's face with a damp 
cloth that she salvaged from the ruined house. "Now we await. I will stand guard while 
you are carrying the prince." So saying, she silently walked outside and planted herself 
motionless in front of the house, moving even less than a statue. 


Left to herself, Rebecca cradled her womb with her hands. She did not feel tired but 
rather relaxed and alert; after awhile, the paladina began to address her uterus and the 
passenger it held. "Prince Clement? Can you hear me? Hmm? Please, kick a few times if 
you can. I want to be able to talk to you while we're together like this." She felt no 
movement, but she continued regardless. "My prince, I consider it an honor that you chose 
me above all other women. Whatever I can do to make your stay comfortable, I will try my 
best. Can you hear me, Your Highness? I ... I love you too," she admitted. She stopped 
and listened carefully, pressing her palms down on her stomach as she imagined what the 
world must look like from his perspective. Or maybe feel like - no doubt it was pitch 
black in her womb, but surely his touch and his hearing must be magnified. Softly Rebecca 
began to sing to him, a lullaby she had learned from her own mother when she was a peasant 
girl on the farm. She did not really keep track of the time, but gradually drifted off to 
sleep herself after several hours of quiet singing and whispering. 


Harumi awoke her with a kick to the shoulders. Rebecca groaned and tried to sit 
upright before abruptly stopping, but this time Harumi simply shrugged. "Time to break 
fast, Rebecca. Here, more of yesterday's meat." 


The paladina's mouth began to water at the sweet aroma of the piece which Harumi held 
out to her, but she nearly dropped it when Harumi handed it to her. "Ouch! It's burning 
hot, Harumi! How do you withstand the heat?" She sucked upon her fingers even as the 
sharp pain on her skin faded into a dull, persistent throb in her flesh. 


Harumi sent the strip of meat flying out of the house with a deft kick. "I am not as 
weak as you, Rebecca. Only by constantly pushing yourself can you overcome your own 
Limitations." She speared another chunk of venison with a scavenged knife and offered the 
handle to Rebecca. The paladina accepted the knife gratefully and nibbled upon the still 
steaming hunk of cooked meat; her mouth watered, but she paced herself carefully until it 
had cooled down. Harumi also offered her a cup of cold water and she dipped her aching 
fingers into it. Rebecca would have drank it afterwards, but Harumi tossed it out and 
refilled the cup again. "Take good care of yourself, Rebecca." 


"Harumi ... you really do care?" 


The blind girl laughed and it was a strangely reflective one. "Perhaps I do. It's 
been so long since I cared for anything save battle ..." 


Rebecca nodded slowly as comprehension finally dawned upon her. The legend of the 
Whispering Woods, the way Harumi carried herself with more than mortal grace, her 
unbelievable skill in combat, her beautiful sword, and her concealed knowledge; it all 
made sense now. Why hadn't she seen it before? The blind girl embodied so much more than 
she appeared under her simple but effective guise of a wanderer. Rebecca chewed a last 
slice of meat and swallowed it, then cleared her throat with a swill of water. Clement 
doubtlessly knew more about the legend, but she finally figured it out. Slowly Rebecca 
murmured, "I think I understand now, Harumi. You ... you must be the Saint of Blades ..." 


Harumi smiled softly. "The Saint of ...? Oh, the Saint of Blades. Yes, I remember 
now ... his name was Cedric Knossen, Clement's grandsire. He gave me that title - yes, 
it's all returning to me. We fought as comrades and killed the Dragon Queen together. 
Strange ... how much time has passed since then?" Rebecca saw a pondering, contemplative 
expression settle over Harumi's features as the girl's blindfolded gaze wandered over 
space, clearly reliving her memories. She had never seen the look on Harumi before and it 
surprised her considerably. Harumi smiled wryly. "But it's been so long since I heard 
myself called the Saint of Blades ... it certainly awakens old memories of my battles." 


Rebecca tilted her head. "How many winters have you seen, Harumi?" 


"More than two hundred years have passed since I first set foot in this realm of 
Kafia," Harumi replied quietly. 


Rebecca's breath caught. "Two hundred ...? How is that even possible? You appear as 
a girl of eighteen years, nineteen at most, to me." 


Harumi shrugged carelessly. "Such is my curse, Rebecca. I never aged from the time I 
removed my eyes, and no one is skilled enough to slay me. Truly a pity, Rebecca - there 
is no greater honor than to perish against a worthy foe." 


"Why did you do it, Harumi? You blinded yourself, you killed your own family ... all 
for what? To be an outcast forever?" 


"I am blind, yes, but I destroyed my sight because it hinders my spiritual vision. 
What drives me ..." Rebecca heard Harumi sigh deeply as she shook her head. "I doubt that 
you are capable of understanding the terrible forces which torment me, Rebecca." 


"Try me." 


"No. You do not deserve this burden. Leave me alone to commune with my misery, 
Rebecca, and do not move. You still have a loved one to protect and nurture." She arose 
and walked out quite abruptly, her pensive appearance replaced with ... was that one of 
sorrow? Or self-hatred? Rebecca could not decide, and it worried her. Indeed, what kind 
of awful purpose could force someone as strong as Harumi to do what she did? The 
remainder of the day passed uneventfully, with Harumi returning at noon and evening to 
feed her before resuming the watch. She did not speak again, even when Rebecca addressed 
her. Gradually Rebecca herself turned to speaking to Clement and singing to him until she 
fell asleep again, after the sun had descended past the horizon. 


Harumi abruptly roused her again, this time by dripping water into her face. "Awaken, 
Rebecca. The cord has formed and you may move now. Come, you need to cover much distance 
whilst you are still able." 


She extended her hand; Rebecca took it and the blind girl hauled her upright with 
surprising strength, nearly pulling her off the floor. Rebecca stumbled a little and 
spent a few minutes stretching her legs, working out the soreness. "Harumi? How strong is 
the cord which tethers my love to me?" she asked. 


"Quite secure. Clement floats in your water now and the cord will not tear - unless a 


sword pierces your bowels. Now come. Let us be on our way." 


"Did you hear that, my love?" Rebecca murmured as she caressed her womb. "We're 
finally resuming the road to Morning Fortress!" 


Their routine developed after a mere two days. As they marched together, on the 
abandoned road where signs of conflict could occasionally be seen (but never any corpses), 
Harumi hunted and foraged for food, stood watch at night, and roused Rebecca in the 
morning. After a day, the paladina began to wonder if Harumi even needed to sleep; after 
three days, Rebecca had convinced herself that Harumi didn't, much to the dismay of her 
logic. Dust and sweat were their constant companions on the road and Rebecca longed for a 
bath. In the meanwhile, she began to feel fatigued more and more often after ever shorter 
intervals on the road, and their pace slowed bit by bit with each passing day. Still they 
found no signs of life anywhere - a middle-sized hamlet along the road had been put the 
torch, and still no human bodies could be found. Stlaughtered livestock they met aplenty 
and Harumi, with the experienced eye of a tracker, informed Rebecca that their pursuers 
were making better speed than they. 


Rebecca pushed herself harder, but the fatigue on her body grew everyday. After five 
days, she could also feel another change stealing upon herself, one so subtle that it was 
difficult at first to notice amongst the toil of the dusty highway. She felt it first as 
a fluttering, then as a more perceptible weight, and with a start she realized that 
Clement had begun to grow in her womb. She felt exhilarated at first, joyfully cuddling 
him and talking to him. To her delight, he began to reply to her eager questions with 
faint kicks and they rapidly established a system of communication. She spoke less on the 
road, but at night she would talk with him about everything underneath the sun until 
Harumi finally ordered her to stop. As the days lengthened, however, her enthusiasm began 
to fade as he grew more and more, his body becoming an ever heavier weight in her womb. 
Twelve days after they had set out, Rebecca halted underneath a tree growing by the road. 
"Harumi, please. It's so hot here and I'm so tired, I cannot endure this further." Her 
hands sought out her belly; by now, she looked like a maiden six months with child. 


"Clement is restless," Harumi replied. "No doubt he wishes to be let out now, but he 
will not survive the agony of birth right now. Wait two or three days until he has grown 
more in your womb." Harumi tilted her head and listened intently. "I fear that we will not 
gain Morning Fortress in time. The lady of the castle and her troop of amazons will 
arrive within a few days." 


"Oh no! What can we do?" 


"We? Nothing," Harumi answered flatly. "Rest for now, Rebecca, and pray to whichever 
god in whom you believe." 


"Of course," Rebecca responded wearily as she sank to her knees. She knelt to pray 
and Harumi politely ignored her, pretending to occupy herself with scanning the road as 
Rebecca closed her eyes. She folded her hands, but almost immediately she felt Clement 
kicking and her hands sought her womb out. "My beloved and betrothed?" she whispered. 
"What is it? Are you concerned for something? ... Perhaps why we've stopped so 
suddenly?" Two kicks; yes. "Oh, I understand your concern, Your Highness. But I simply 
cannot march while carrying you like this. I need to rest for the moment. Are you 
comfortable, my love?" Another two kicks and she giggled. "I'm glad to feel that, sire. I 
... I love you so much," she murmured, sighing as her heart reached out to him. She 
playfully squeezed him and he responded in kind, the paladina giggling in delight at the 
movement in her uterus. She cooed and billed, playing with him for nearly an hour - 


"Arise, we resume the road," Harumi ordered, half-pulling Rebecca to her feet. 


They rested again at night, fatigue weighing heavily upon Rebecca and she sank to 
sleep almost immediately. Harumi awoke her at dawn and they set out again and a slower 


pace, but Rebecca stopped in mid-morning and thereafter at regular intervals. The days 
seemed to lengthen and the weight of Clement's growing body became more and more difficult 
to support. But how could she part with him now, when he lay snuggled in her most 
intimate embrace? She caressed her belly more and more at every opportunity, wondering 
how he felt and what he thought, wishing that she could speak with him face to face and 
yet loathe to part with him now. As Rebecca and Harumi pitched camp at night three days 
later, Rebecca ate ravenously of Harumi's latest kill. They had traveled but a short 
distance and Harumi quietly fed their small campfire. "Rebecca ... any woman of your size 
would have carried her child to term. You should consider birthing him, lady paladin. Do 
you not remember my warning? The time of optimal birthing conditions are already days 
past." 


"Yes ... I should ..." Rebecca murmured, staring down at the great round bulge of her 
stomach. "And yet ... have you ever carried a man in your body, Harumi? Do you know how 
it feels ... to have someone in you, helpless, completely dependent upon you for 
sustenance and safety? He trusts me fully with his life and ... I want to keep him for 


just a while Longer. Will I have the chance to hold him like this again?" 


Harumi simply shrugged. They walked only a mile the next day and Harumi scouted the 
road ahead as Rebecca rested in the shelter of a burnt and charred way station. She 
returned after the sun had set and her expression remained unreadable underneath her 
blindfold, but her assessment of the situation chilled Rebecca. "Our trail is cold, 
Rebecca. The warrior women will gain the fortress in three days and they have been quite 
thorough in destroying the countryside. What will you do with Clement? I doubt you will 
be capable of marching tomorrow, Rebecca." 


"I know, I know," Rebecca sighed heavily. "My love tells me that he has become quite 
confined and distressed, and I feel uncomfortable myself. My ankles hurt and my breasts 
are swollen and aching. Yet ... I cannot bring myself to part with him yet, Harumi. 
I... I just want to keep him for one more night," she told the blind swordswoman, 
wrapping her hands protectively around her womb and its treasured occupant. 


"One more night and he may have grown too much to leave your body," Harumi informed 
her, and for the first time since they met Rebecca heard a note of urgency slip into 
Harumi's usual soft voice. "Surely you must know of the travails of childbirth, Rebecca." 


"Just one more night, Harumi," Rebecca murmured, and she yawned. Why did she feel so 
fatigued as of late? The rigors of the campaign trail were really becoming too much to 
bear, but she would endure. The paladina smiled down at her belly as she thought of 
Clement inside. If only she could keep him inside forever, attached to her ... what a 
foolish fantasy. Embracing him so closely now, and she imagined how he would embrace her 
once he emerged - not as a tiny man whom she could hold in the palm of her hand, but a 
strong and handsome prince. She sipped idly from the cup of tea which Harumi handed to 
her, but her feet ached and she laid herself down almost immediately. Rebecca felt Harumi 
slip an arm underneath her head and gently move her into her lap; wearily, Rebecca opened 
her eyes to see Harumi smiling softly down at her in the flickering light of the campfire. 
Her head lay in Harumi's lap as the blind girl knelt on the ground; perhaps Rebecca might 
have thanked her, but her eyes closed and she fell asleep almost immediately. 


Sharp pain tearing through her back abruptly awoke Rebecca and her eyes flew open. The 
fire had died, the stars had moved, and she dimly beheld the silhouette of Harumi's body 
above hers. Rebecca groaned and tried to sit upright, but Harumi pressed her down to the 
ground. Rebecca felt the blind girl slip her legs away from underneath her head and 
Harumi carefully laid the paladina upon the stone tiles of the razed tower. "Ohhh 
Harumi, my back hurts," Rebecca murmured. The tranquil night made no noise. 


"Lie still, Rebecca, and try to recover your strength," Harumi whispered in reply. 


Another spasm lLanced through her lower back as her muscles tightened for an agonizing 


moment. Rebecca gasped for breath, but the pain Loosened as quickly as it had manifested 
itself and she laid back again, her skin damp. "Harumi, do you think it was something I 
ate? What if His Highness - aaah!" she cried, for her back tightened again and she bit 
her Lip to prevent the pain from overcoming her. Wait ... it wasn't her lower back 


"Something you drank, more likely," Harumi said soberly. "Brace yourself, Rebecca - 
Clement is leaving your womb, and not a moment too soon. I have nothing to ease your 
pain." 


Another unexpected spasm of her uterine muscles transformed Rebecca's reply into a 
pained shriek. She gasped for breath; her womb muscles had tightened considerably and she 
reached for her swollen belly, trembling. Forces beyond her control had gone into work 
and she turned a frightened look to Harumi. "Harumi, how is my beloved?" she asked in an 
unsteady voice, her gaze darting between the blind Saint and her own chambers. 


"Squeezed rather tightly and quite afraid," Harumi replied. She knelt by Rebecca's 
side and gently took the paladina's face in her hands. "A pity you did not heed my advice 
- I fear this childbirth will be exceedingly difficult for both of you. Decide now, 
Rebecca - if I must choose one to grant the other a chance, shall I slay you or Clement?" 


"W-what?" Rebecca replied, trembling. Pain wracked her body and she contorted as the 
most powerful contraction yet squeezed around her womb. She felt her body wrapped tightly 
around that of her prince, attempting to force him out, and she realized with abject 
terror that perhaps she had indeed kept him inside for too long, that he might have grown 
too much to leave her body with ease. How could she have been so selfish? "H-harumi, you 
frighten me ..." Rebecca whimpered. 


"Shall I slay him and remove his body from you, or shall I open your belly and bring 
him out?" Harumi repeated. 


"Harumi! How could -" Rebecca threw her head back and cried in pain as another 
contraction began. Sighing, Harumi shook her head and simply cupped Rebecca's face ina 
slightly firmer grip. Rebecca barely noticed, her body aching with suppressed effort and 
torture. The hard knot in her womb made it agony for her to even breathe, let alone move. 
The next hour Rebecca considered easily the most painful of her life; what training with 
the paladins, however physically demanding, could have prepared her for this? Slowly, 
ever so slowly she felt Clement's head leave the shelter of her uterus and enter her birth 
canal, her body expanding enormously to accommodate the burden moving through it. She 
panted for breath and clutched at Harumi's arm, fingers whitening with the desperation of 
her grip as pain tore through her womb. The Saint of Blades never stirred. 


Her body strained and heaved, but Clement's body refused to move in spite of the 
tremendous pressure building in her uterus. With horror, Rebecca realized that his 
shoulders must have grown too large to squeeze through the birth canal. She felt his 
motions all too acutely, small and frail against the tidal forces of her own body. Rebecca 
strained as the next contraction pulsed, pushing with all her might, only to fall back 
exhausted as Clement remained trapped in her body. Would her womb become his grave? 
Rebecca gazed desperately at Harumi, becoming more and more fearful that the lethal 
alternative remained her only choice. In the darkness of the night, the blind girl's 
expression proved unreadable. Rebecca strained again, forcing her will and her body to 
act as one for one final, titanic effort. Her back arched, she screamed as pure pain 
spiderwebbed through every fiber of her being ... and with a sudden, tremendous release of 
pressure, Clement was free, his body sliding through the folds of her birth canal. It 
felt as though she had swallowed fire - a mix of pain so very much different from the 
pleasure she had experienced when he first entered her body. She felt blood pooling 
around her legs as the pressure finally subsided, her body exhausted from its herculean 
efforts. 


Rebecca De'thaldun knew at once that she would die. 


She started weakly at the sound of his voice and milk began to seep through her 
borrowed squire's shirt. Feebly she clutched at Harumi, desperately trying to reassure 
herself with a look at Clement's face. His voice seemed to come to her from a great 
distance and ... why was the sky darkening? Rebecca saw the stars lose their brilliance, 
Harumi's shadow melding with the darkness of the night, the stars vanish one by one 
and she felt strangely peaceful, almost as though she floated upon the surface of an 
infinite sea, as lightly as a feather carried by the eternal breeze. Where was the pain? 
Was it that dull, dying ache giving way to fatigue in her steadily receding body? Whose 
voice did she hear, small but urgent? "Rebecca, my love! Be strong, we'll bring you to 
safety ... finda... don't leave ... quickly ...!" 


Very quietly, she slipped into the welcoming embrace of oblivion. 


But Rebecca did not perish. Very slowly she drifted back into consciousness and 
opened her eyes, hearing the low murmur of voices and feeling the comforting warmth of 
lamp light upon her cheeks, realizing that she lay wrapped in comfortable blankets with a 
soft pillow underneath her head. She felt very relaxed and clean, nothing at all like the 
soldier upon the road. She looked, and she saw a low wooden ceiling above her. Very 
slowly she turned her head to trace the origin of the voices, her eyes slowly focusing and 
her body reluctant to obey her commands. She was not in heaven yet, she reflected. 


The room seemed large but low, with her head laying uncomfortably close to the 
ceiling. She heard the flutter of lamp-lit flames, whose rays illuminated the square- 
shaped chamber in tones of orange and gold. Rebecca's bed lay in a corner, where the 
center of the room was dominated by a large, long table around which she discerned several 
men and women seated and talking. Her eyes narrowed as she studied them, wondering who 
they might be, but then she caught the tell-tale glint of red-gold hair and her heart 
fluttered. That same glint she had always seen in the palm of her hand when she held him, 
the crimson blond speck encased in the crystal globe ... "Sire?" she croaked, her voice 
rough and raspy. 


Conversation instantly died, but to her everlasting delight the prince leaped up out 
of his seat and crossed the room in four strides, all smiles. Now that she had a closer 
look, Rebecca abruptly felt her breath taken away. His face smiled down upon her, the 
light in the room accentuating his strong profile and clear azure eyes, his lithe but firm 
frame and the elegant uniform which he wore so well, lending his activity an air of grace. 
Her knees would have failed her had she been standing; as it was, she could barely summon 
the presence of mind to return the smile. Her arm refused to budge, but he reached down 
with his hand and touched her cheek; Rebecca's heart nearly leaped out of her chest. "Your 
Highness ..." she whispered. 


"Oh, Rebecca, I feared the worst," he replied in his clear voice. It sounded so 
unusual now that she did not hear it as a tiny shout. "How do you feel, my brave 
paladina?" 


"Much better, Your Highness -" 


He interrupted her with a finger to her lips. "No, Rebecca. You should call me 
Clement - I've already sent a messenger to your father asking for your hand in marriage." 


"Oh!" She had nearly forgotten, and she blushed. "I ... thank you, Clement," she 
responded demurely. As her memory slowly returned, she tried to sit up and her body 
protested the effort, causing her to wince as she slowly hauled herself upright. Clement 
helped her into a sitting position. "The fortress? Nicole?" 


The prince's demeanor lost some of its cheer and he shook his head. "You have been 


asleep nearly a fortnight, Rebecca. Morning Fortress has fallen; bands of the amazons 
terrorize the city proper, and most of the citizens have either fled or worse. Nicole 
Armitedge reigns from Morning Fortress as a queen over a broken city. Our small band of 
renegades is hiding in the slums. We here intend to retake the stronghold. Pardon me, 
where are my manners? Allow me to conduct the introductions." Clement rose and beckoned 
to the figures standing around the table. He first indicated the confident-looking blond- 
haired youth, perhaps no older than Rebecca herself, standing on the extreme left. "This 
is Fern Scen, the son of General Regal Scen and my best training partner." Fern sketched 
an elegant bow as he doffed his hat to Rebecca, every inch the cavalier. A small dagger 
hung from his waist. 


"This is Fern's sister, Beta Scen," Clement continued, and Rebecca's gaze rested upon 
a young girl perhaps two years younger than herself. Beta shared her brother's blond 
hair, but her expression appeared softer in the flickering light and she curtsied 
politely. Like Fern, she carried a dagger at her hip. Fern slipped aside to make way for 
his sister and Beta smoothly stepped into his position, a practiced motion which reminded 
Rebecca of a hunting hawk. Veterans both, they must be. 


"Likely you already know Master Handuil Le Riand by repute." Handuil stood tall and 
strong, a well-built man with a mop of midnight black hair, piercing black eyes, and an 
easy, confident gait. He did not appear armed, and he waved cheerfully at Rebecca. The 
paladina responded with a respectful inclination of her head; he looked far younger than 
she imagined, perhaps only five or six years older than Clement or herself, and yet enough 
legends for a lifetime had sprung up about him. Had he really single-handedly cut his way 
through an army to behead its commander? Reigning champion of the Kavian Tournament of 
Arms for the past five years, and commonly held to be unbeatable in single combat ... idly 
Rebecca wondered who might emerge as victor in a battle between Handuil and Harumi. 


"Baron Cecil Furinax fell with the fortress," the prince continued, "leaving Sir 
Handuil and Lord Regal Scen as the sole military officers of rank left to me." Regal Scen, 
old and wiry, nodded from his seat by the end of the table. His hair, already silver, 
glinted like a beacon in the light of the oil lamps. He wore the uniform of a Kavian 
general, complete with a golden maple leaf insignia affixed to his breast which denoted 
his rank. A dangerous looking rapier dangled from his waist and Rebecca remembered the 
times she watched him fight - perhaps not as full of strength or energy as the younger 
knights, but very experienced and crafty, striking with the cunning of a wolf and the 
precision of a serpent. 


"Lord Randolph Westinghill was hunting when the fortress was attacked, and had the 
good sense to rally the troops outside the city rather than attempt to return to the 
fortress." The lord looked to be in his late forties, his expression unreadable with his 
back to the lampstand. He was neither tall nor excessively broad, but his frame seemed 
sturdy enough and he dressed with the simplicity of a traveling nobleman. Lord 
Westinghill slung a crossbow at his waist. When he doffed his cap to Rebecca, a simple 
gesture of greeting, he revealed his chestnut brown hair. 


The paladina returned her gaze to Clement, but she spoke to all of them. "Pleased to 
make your acquaintances, ladies and gentlemen," Rebecca murmured politely. 


"His Highness told us your story when he arrived," Regal spoke. "An incredible feat! 
Surely one which will become a legend over time." 


"If we live to tell of it," Randolph assessed soberly. "Nicole Armitedge's hold upon 
Morning Fortress is still weak - we must act without delay, ere her position is 
strengthened beyond our ability to resist by reinforcements from the frontier." 


"But we dare not act rashly," Regal replied. "One mistake, and we may lose our ability 
to resist with our lives. We cannot throw caution to the winds." 


"We stand to lose more by delay than action," Lord Westinghill argued. "Handuil's 
scouts and your own have both reported movement amongst the tribes at the borders. A 
lightning strike by a small task force would have a much greater chance of entering the 
fortress and catching Nicole unawares. True, our armies will gather once the summons has 
reached them - but a siege will lead only to greater death and devastation." Rebecca 
frowned; it was well-known that Morning was the greatest of the Kavian fortresses and 
rumored to be nigh invincible, having fallen solely to treachery in its long and 
illustrious history. "Sire, you must -" 


"Leave me," Clement ordered abruptly. ALl eyes fixed on him, but the assembled half - 
dozen men and women rose. To Handuil's questioning gaze Clement simply half-closed his 
eyes. "I wish to spend some time alone with my beloved. You may debate stratagems 
upstairs, but stay quiet." They nodded and filed out, Beta quietly closing the door behind 
herself. Clement smiled wryly in the Lamplight. "Lord Scen and Lord Westinghill have 
argued strategy ever since I arrived. How are you feeling, Rebecca? I want to spend a 
Little time with you." 


"Thank you, Clement." Rebecca clasped one of his hands in her own. "What has happened 
while I slept? Where is Harumi? Oh, I'm so glad that you have regained your stature, 
Clement ..." she murmured. A tear slid down her cheek. "I feared the worst ... it was 
very selfish of me to have done what I did, and I cannot apologize enough for it." 


"Why apologize, my lovely lady? The memories you gave me are some of the fondest I 
will treasure." Clement seated himself on the edge of the bed and looked down at Rebecca 
with an expression that made her heart flutter. "Harumi and I carried you along the road 
for two days until we had the fortune to encounter a scouting party under Handuil's 
command, returning to the city on Lord Scen's summons. Here she departed, saying that she 
would leave to further her training, and she would not accompany me in spite of my most 
earnest entreaties." 


"What happened whilst I slept?" Rebecca asked. 


At this, Clement shook his head grimly and looked away, staring into the light of a 
candle without really seeing it. "The Fortress had already fallen when I returned. Lord 
Scen and Beta were present when it happened; Nicole announced her arrival and the court 
held a reception accompanied by a banquet, to confirm her position as the lady of 
Jellicoe. She must have poisoned the food and drink, for no sooner had the banquet began 
than people shrank left and right. Her warriors came out of hiding then and swiftly 
overran the castle while the guards lay defenseless. Regal and Beta escaped and brought a 
few soldiers of the Imperial Guard with them, but nearly all of the troops were captured. 
My own father and mother ... Baron Furinax fell protecting them ..." he reflected soberly. 


Trembling, Rebecca wrapped her arms around his shoulders and rested her cheek on his 
back. "I'm so sorry, Clement ..." 


He turned around and gathered her into his arms. "I will avenge my parents, destroy 
Nicole, and rebuild my kingdom," he told her. She heard no trace of sadness in his voice, 
only steely resolve. "But I cannot do this alone, Rebecca. I need you at my side. When 
we retake the fortress, you will be my queen and together we will restore this torn 
monarchy." 


"Yes, Clement ... I will. And together ... we will restore what was lost ..." Rebecca 
leaned into his chest and yawned tiredly as fatigue stole upon her again. She tried to 
resist the allure of the oh so comfortable bed, such a welcome change after the endless 
march. Someone must have bathed her while she lay unconscious, for her skin felt soft and 
clean and she wore a woman's nightgown. Still, she did not resist as the prince gently 
guided her back down to the sheets and pulled the blankets over her body. He closed her 
eyes and planted a kiss on her cheek; Rebecca smiled softly and she heard his footsteps 
recede. The door latched quietly behind him, but already she spiraled back into dreamless 


"How fares the paladina?" Lord Westinghill asked as soon as Clement appeared in the 
upper room. The men had very sensibly kept the room unlit and the windows half-open, 
giving the house a decrepit, abandoned appearance from the outside. They lurked in the 
shadows of the room, away from the beams of moonlight which filtered inside, with the 
result that Clement saw nothing except ill-defined shapes as his eyes adjusted themselves 
to the darkness of the night. 


"Rebecca recovers, but she is still very weak," Clement told him. "Earlier she lost 
enough blood to imperil her life and she has not yet regained her strength. Let her rest 
- she will tell us when she needs to eat. How are the rations?" 


A slight rustle of clothing betrayed Fern Scen shaking his head. "Scavenging is 
becoming dangerous, sire. Not much food left in the city, and Nicole is no fool - she 
must be aware of our presence by now. At the very least she understands that Lord Scen 
and Lord Westinghill both lead active resistances." 


"And therein lays our advantage," Handuil interjected. "Let her believe that the 
resistance is fragmented, that Lord Scen is a fugitive with half a dozen followers and 
that Lord Westinghill cannot enter the city in force. Keep her unaware of our strength 
until we use it against her. Feign weakness to conceal our strength." 


Clement fell rather than sat into a chair in the corner of the room. "Lord Scen, Lord 
Westinghill, Captain Le Riand ... I wish to hear your opinions. Do we have the capability 
to carry Morning Fortress in a direct assault? You first, Lord Scen." 


The prince saw the veteran general steeple his fingers. "Direct assault, no. A 
surprise assault, perhaps. If this were to be attempted ... our best soldiers must scale 
the walls under cover of darkness, seize the gatehouse, and open the gates. But until the 
walls and the gatehouse are secured, our soldiers will be exposed to a murderous hail of 
cross fire." He fell silent and Clement leaned closer, almost imagining that he heard cogs 
creaking as Regal breathed. At length, Regal stirred again. "Perhaps ... the situation 
calls for the delicate touch of an assassin's garrote. Still, we must be very cautious. 
The least unnecessary risk will destroy us. But perhaps my lord Westinghill is of a 
different opinion?" 


"I am, esteemed Lord Scen. Who here is a suitable assassin?" The rhetorical question 
met dead silence and Randolph continued in his characteristically deep voice. "Enemies 
continue to stream through our undefended borders. Strike the head and the body will 
wither - I say we do as Lord Scen suggested, and engage in a surprise attack. If we 
succeed, peace is restored. If not ... the army may still conduct a regular siege. Lord 
Scen is correct, we must indeed exercise care; yet, it would be sin and shame to let slip 
an opportune chance through over caution. What does Handuil think?" Lord Westinghill 
wanted to know. 


In spite of his relative youth compared against the two noblemen, Handuil commanded 
the greatest silence of all when he spoke. His voice sounded unhurried, meticulously 
analyzing each facet of the situation as he spoke more to himself than to the prince or 
his fellow soldiers, thinking aloud. "We salvaged a great number of weapons and armor from 
the city arsenals. There is no objection to arming our soldiers, at least. Food is 
different ... our victuals will not last for more than another month. Supplies are 
difficult to come by and, were our communications with the countryside to be cut, we could 
not be resupplied at all. Then again we have the morale of the soldiers to consider. Our 
recent Losses have been devastating to the spirit of the army, shameful though hardly 
surprising. Furthermore, the organization of the army was destroyed when the fortress 
fell - Lord Scen is the sole remaining military officer of rank left to us. One cannot 


wield a large army without an efficient chain of command. 


"Then again it is necessary to consider the actual facts of the battlefield," Handuil 
continued, now addressing Clement directly. "The fortress was designed with all probable 
dangers in mind. It rests upon Windy Torrents to the north and the Vardanos Mountains to 
the east, so that it cannot be surrounded. Even if the outermost walls are carried, the 
inner bailey and the keep are easily defensible. Morning is difficult to assail but 
simple to retake. For any sudden attack to succeed ... speed must be directed, not at the 
gatehouse, but at the castle keep. Seizing the outer palace is the highest priority; once 
taken, its possession ensures control of the inner and outer courtyards. It would be a 
mistake to focus our efforts upon the gatehouse ere the keep itself has been secured. 
Pierce the defenses of the outer palace, and we force Nicole to retreat into the keep. 
Then, even if she could still resist, the garrison at Morning would exert no controlling 
influence upon the city." Handuil concluded his analysis by clearing his throat. "The 
utmost speed and stealth would be necessary and the risk we chance is greater than my Lord 
Westinghill estimates. If we fail, our enemy runs unchecked across all of southern Kafia. 
Jellicoe has betrayed us, Florence was broken by the loss of Lord Essex, Tristan alone is 
incapable of withstanding an invasion. But our presence here forces Nicole to expend 
valuable time and resources compensating for the threat which we represent. The risk is 
great." 


Clement's eyes narrowed. "If we attack now and retake the Fortress, how long will it 
require us to sweep the invaders from our land?" 


"One moon at the most," Handuil answered. "Without their Leader, these women are 
disorganized. Infighting would cripple their strength and we could drive them out with a 
minimum of effort. You said yourself that Jellicoe lay practically undefended." 


"And if we wait to conduct a regular siege?" 


"Three or four years," Handuil replied, "if the siege is not broken. And we leave the 
southern principalities at the mercy of our enemies. They would probably all be overrun 
within the year." 


Clement stood abruptly and his soldiers followed him to their feet. "Then it is 
decided. We attack at the earliest opportunity - I will not stand idle as an enemy 
ravages our kingdom." 


"Sire -" Fern and Randolph began urgently, and Handuil raised a hand in objection. 


Regal Scen cut them off. "The king knows," he told them quietly. "A king's 
responsibility is first to his people. True, we challenge military wisdom ... but a king 
would be unworthy of the name if he did not mind the suffering of his citizens. I await 
your orders, Your Majesty." 


Clement shook his head wryly. "I am but a prince, Lord Scen - I do not consider myself 
worthy of the title of king, at least not until we have retaken the castle. I will lead 
this assault upon the fortress. In light of the great danger this venture poses to us, 
let the soldiers under your command know: no man will be constrained to come. If a man 
fears for his life, let him remain behind to guard what little we have, and none of us 
will think the worse of him for it." 


Fern sighed deeply. "If you go, sire, how could any of us not? We will follow you 
wherever you lead us." A dog howled outside and abruptly cut off into an injured whimper, 
followed by the sound of the guttural speech of the amazons. Instantly all conversation 
and movement died; Clement's gaze fixed upon the window as they all saw a few feminine 
shapes moving outside under the moonlight, speaking in low tones and moving with the alert 
gait of the huntress. The amazons passed within a score of feet from the house before the 
road curved away and they followed it, arrows nocked to Longbows and still watchful. Only 


after they passed did Clement return his attention to the room. 


Regal Scen broke the silence. "Are you committed to this plan, Your Highness?" he 
asked with a hint of sternness in his dry voice. 


"Yes. I am," Clement replied into the tense silence. 


Regal inclined his head. "Captain Le Riand and I will begin preparations immediately, 
sire. Fern, relay His Highness' orders to the garrison in the city. Handuil, you have 
command of the soldiers encamped outside - go and relieve Sir Valon of his duties in the 
morning. I will return to the headquarters of the city garrison at dawn. Beta, your 
responsibility continues to be the safety of His Highness and Dame Rebecca." Flanked on 
both sides by two similarly rundown houses, Clement's makeshift quarters were actually 
well-guarded by a small squad of a score of soldiers. For his safety, Regal and Handuil 
had earlier agreed to conceal Clement and Rebecca a good half-mile from the headquarters 
of the Kavian resistance. "My lord Westinghill ... your duty truly lies with the province 
of Sedgewick." 


"My duty is to His Majesty the king and in the absence of His Majesty to His Highness 
the crown prince," Randolph Westinghill replied gruffly. "Master Davis is a trusty 
steward. I have no intention of leaving His Highness in this crisis." 


"Gentlemen, you are dismissed," Clement concluded, and the assembled soldiers bowed to 
him. 


Their plans accelerated after that meeting, as Handuil probed the fortress for 
weaknesses and Fern attempted to decipher the patterns of the amazon patrols. Clement 
attended to shaping his strategy with advice from Regal and Handuil, but his greatest 
concern lay with Rebecca's well-being. Between war meetings, he saw her and spoke freely 
with her while she rallied her strength on the road to recovery. Beta attended to nursing 
Rebecca's health; three days later, the paladina felt well enough to attempt walking 
around the room, which she did with Clement's arm to support her. She nearly collapsed 
into the bed after two circuits and Clement frowned worriedly. "Don't overexert yourself. 
You must be careful of your own health." 


Rebecca smiled wanly up at him as he helped her climb back into the bed. "Sometimes I 
wish you were still so small that I could hold you in my palm, Clement. How I chafe at 
this inactivity! I want to feel a sword in my hands and a horse underneath my body, not 
to be confined to bed like this. Beta is kind to me, but I want to talk with you most of 
all... I wish I had shared more with you upon the road." 


Clement chuckled, perhaps a bit nervously. "Rebecca, I will come and talk with you 
whenever I can. Remember Morning Fortress? Once we've reclaimed it, the first thing 
we'Ll do is move you to one of the princess's chambers. Have you ever slept in one of 
their beds, Rebecca? Much different from camping upon a slab of rock or even in a cot 
like this. Your body sinks directly into the soft pillows, the bed is large enough to get 
lost in, and the blankets are made of the finest - hey!" 


"Now you're just teasing me, Clement!" Rebecca laughed as she swung her pillow at his 
head. Clement ducked gamely; her laughter still ringing in his ears, Clement pulled her 
close and kissed her. He smiled as he saw how she blushed in reaction and he helped 
replace the pillow underneath her head. "Thank you, Your Highness," she said very 
politely, although the smile on her face betrayed her playfulness. 


"And now you're teasing me!" Clement grumbled in mock complaint. Rebecca grinned at 
him and he threw the blanket over her head. "Sleep and recover, my lovely Lady knight! 
We'Ll watch the stars together from the highest balconies of Morning Fortress, hunt and 
hawk in the surrounding forests and mountainsides, and rule together as a young king and 
queen." 


"What lovely thoughts," Rebecca murmured dreamily, pulling the blanket underneath her 
chin as her imagination flew wild. After a long silence, she looked up at him again. 
"Clement? Please tell me ... you were within my body twice. How did you feel? I imagine 
it must have been quite an experience." 


Clement pursed his lips as he gathered his thoughts, recalling the memories he 
treasured and the ones he wanted to forget. "The first time ... I felt quite scared," he 
admitted. "A single thin shell of glass separated me from sharing in the fates of all the 
paladins who also fell in. The moss within the globe provided a dim glow, and I heard and 


saw everything. ... I'm sorry, Rebecca. I should not have reminded you," he said 
tenderly, reaching down with a hand to brush away a tear from her cheek. "Rest in peace, 
brothers of the Shining Crown ..." the prince murmured as he pulled Rebecca up into a 


sitting position, holding her close and tenderly stroking her hair as she wept into his 
shoulder. She composed herself after a long moment and nodded to him, tilting her head 
and resting upon his shoulder as he continued his narrative. "The second time, perhaps, 
seemed even more frightening without the protection of the glass shell. When I went in, 
and when I came out, I feared that I would perish." Rebecca blushed madly as he said this 
and Clement Laughed kindly. "My bruised sides are still healing, and even now they feel 
sore. But when I lay inside, floating in your water, listening to your heart and your 
voice - and your stomach and intestines, from time to time - I felt strangely at peace. 
Your womb was the most comfortable bed I've ever slept in, Rebecca." She took his hand and 
laid it upon her stomach, over her now empty uterus. Clement gently pulled aside the 
blankets and opened a pair of buttons upon the nightshirt, revealing the stretch marks 
across her belly. "Proof of your care for me, Rebecca." 


"Clement ... part of me wants to feel you moving inside of my body again," she 
confided quietly as he felt her snuggle against him. "But, I think I like this better - 
being able to be with you, holding hands, forgetting the events of the world ... mmm..." 


Clement leaned against the wall as Rebecca closed her eyes and laid against his body. He 
heard her breathing even out and within a few minutes she lay fast asleep again. Very 
carefully, the prince laid her into the bed and pulled the blankets over her again. He 
bent over and kissed her cheek on impulse, stood up, and quietly left the basement. 


Regal Scen stood to his feet and offered a military salute in the outside passageway. 
"Your Highness." 


"Regal. Have I kept you waiting Long?" 


The veteran officer glanced around himself suspiciously before he spoke again. 
"Handuil believes that our preparations for storming the castle will be complete within 
two days. If our information is reliable, we may effect entry into the fortress from 
three directions: the north wall facing Windy Torrents, where the stone is cracked and the 
abatis out of repair, the hills above the east wall, and the secret passageway leading 
into the great hall. More than that I will not say; with Your Highness' permission, we 
will be able to finalize our plans this very night." Regal Scen paused and opened the door 
to the Living room on the ground floor. "Someone has returned with whom you will no doubt 
wish to speak, Sire." 


Clement emerged behind Regal into the poorly-lit room and immediately agreed. With 
his dark chestnut hair, slate gray eyes, and a serious, observant expression which missed 
absolutely nothing, Arden Cardazzio still somehow managed to blend seamlessly into any 
crowd. Slim as a wire, lanky, and yet possessed of a hidden agility which could scarcely 
be credited to his frame, the king's confidante was a man in his mid-forties who had 
served Aurelius Knossen for over twenty years as a confidential messenger, informant, and 
assassin. He lounged against the far wall cleaning his fingernails with a rusty knife but 
straightened at the sight of the prince. For all the care with which he maintained his 
appearance as a scoundrel, Arden's manners were still impeccable - his sweeping bow looked 
textbook perfect. Clement did not recognize the sandy-haired, green-eyed youth who sat 


impatiently next to Arden with an unsheathed sword upon his lap. This man rose and bowed 
also; the prince acknowledged both of them with a formal nod, although his attention lay 
with his father's most trusted man. "You have news, Arden?" 


"The best," Arden replied confidently. "Her father ‘would be honored' to give her hand 
in marriage to you, lord prince. To be fair, at first he believed that I was merely 
sporting with him. Fortunately I had the presence of mind to bring this treasure along," 
and the wily thief tossed an object to the prince. 


Clement caught it out of the air and studied the object in his palm, a small but heavy 
golden ring with an emblem of intricately intertwined olive branches chased upon 
Clement's head snapped up and he fixed Arden with a searching gaze. Was it his 
imagination, or did the assassin look a tad too smug? "So you took my father's signet ring 
without so much as a by-your-leave?" the prince demanded. "I was worried sick when it 
vanished!" 


"The good yeoman would not have believed me without some proof," Arden shrugged 
carelessly. "He sends his consent to the union as well as his son, Melfice De'thaldun, to 
assist in the conflict." Here Arden indicated the man seated beside him and Melfice dipped 
his head in acknowledgment of the introduction, affecting a sophisticated air but quite 
unable to hide his awe at meeting the prince. So here stood the brother of the paladina 
who had stolen his heart, a bold, wide-eyed youth his own age who appeared motley enough. 
Instinctively Clement cautioned himself against misjudging Melfice by appearance alone; no 
common person would have been able to slip through the patrols around Morning Fortress 
alongside Arden to emerge here. "By your leave, Sire, both the boy and I are quite 
famished." 


Regal nodded to Beta, who led Arden and Melfice aside into the kitchen. As the aroma 
of eggs and bread began to waft through the house, Randolph Westinghill cleared his 
throat. Clement and Regal both glanced at him as he stood and took the prince's arm. 
"Yes, my lord?" 


"A word with you, Sire," Randolph requested. Without a word, Regal Scen slipped out 
the back door as silently as a silhouette. "Sire, once again I must protest against this 
marriage of yours to ... a common soldier. Heed the advice of a man much older than 
yourself, Your Highness. No good will result from this match." 


"Yes, you said as much when I first announced my intention," Clement observed, barely 
keeping a trace of cynicism out of his voice. Let Randolph say what he would - true, his 
daughter might have no peer for beauty in the kingdom, but he preferred Rebecca's simple 
honesty and meekness to Lenneth's spoiled haughtiness. The mere thought of Lenneth as 
queen of Kafia forced the prince to suppress a shiver. How in the world had these petty 
court politics and contests for power developed in his father's court while he remained 
blissfully unaware of them? Inwardly Clement vowed to reform the court as part of his 
reign even as he shook his head to Randolph. "My mind will not be swayed upon this matter, 
Lord Westinghill. I love Rebecca, she loves me, and I firmly believe that she will prove 
an ideal queen. Please do not speak of her as a common soldier." 


"Come now," Randolph answered with paternalistic benevolence as he placed an arm 
around Clement's shoulder. "I only wish to avert trouble on your behalf, Sire. We are 
men, yes, but we carry the duties of the aristocracy besides. You are prince, very soon 
to be king once the fortress is reclaimed and the invaders swept from our realm. Will the 
citizens accept your marriage to a commoner? Instead of considering the obvious 
advantages to be gained by allying the great houses of the nobility, you insist upon 
pursuing this phantasmal affair with a woman whom you met less than a month ago. Is it 
right for a prince to elevate his personal passions above the welfare of an entire -" 


The sound of a blade drawn from its scabbard interrupted Lord Westinghill. He and 
Clement both spun around, running nearly face-to-face with Melfice De'thaldun, his sword 


drawn and leveled at Randolph. In a confused instant, all sides present reached for their 
weapons - Lord Westinghill stepped back and pulled up his crossbow as Regal unsheathed a 
Longsword and Beta laid a hand upon her dagger. Randolph and Melfice glared across the 
Lengths of their weapons, cold distrust in the older man's eyes, barely concealed hatred 
in the youth's. "You say another word about my sister -" Melfice grated. 


"Gentlemen." Clement's voice had chilled to the consistency of ice. "Sheathe your 
weapons," he ordered coldly. A moment's hesitation, and then blades were withdrawn as 
Melfice and Randolph stepped away from each other, gazes still tense. "I will not tolerate 
dissent amongst our ranks whilst an enemy remains undefeated, and I shall expel anyone who 
causes a Similar disturbance in the future," he continued. "Neither will I tolerate 
questions about my judgment in regard to the woman I intend to wed. If I hear one more 
objection," and here he turned to address Lord Westinghill directly, "I will have you 
exiled to your own lands." Randolph recoiled from the statement, shock clearly written 
across his face. Melfice looked away, unable to meet Clement's look. Regal's gaze darted 
back and forth between Randolph and Melfice while Beta watched her father. Arden's 
expression, though difficult to read as always, seemed more amused than any else. "Lord 
Scen." 


"Your Highness," Regal acknowledged. 


"When captain Le Riand arrives, we will finalize our plan of assault upon Morning 
Fortress." Clement glanced around the room, taking in its occupants. "I depend upon all of 
you, ladies and gentlemen. Do you not understand that the plans elaborated in a single 
room will decide victory or defeat over thousands of leagues? Petty differences amongst 
us should not be the cause of dissent." He met each person's look in turn, and allowed 
himself a small smile. "Peace will be restored soon, brothers and sisters. We should 
celebrate then." 


Five days later, Rebecca found her brother outside, alone, donning leather armor. She 
noted the sword which he always seemed to wear and that he had exchanged his farm clothes 
for the uniform of a Kavian soldier. She herself affected a simple creamy yellow Linen 
blouse and sea-green skirt, clothes borrowed from Beta Scen and slightly too large for 
her. "Brother ... must you go?" 


"Hello Rebecca. Are you feeling better?" Melfice asked. 


"A little. At least I can walk without assistance now, though I still feel weak and 
tired. I can't outrun you as I used to," she smiled. 


"Ha, you never could outrun me to begin with!" Melfice laughed, ruffling his sister's 
hair fondly. "It's good to see color in your cheeks again, Rebecca. I nearly didn't 
recognize you when I first saw you - and when I did, I feared that you might pass away at 
any time. But you're forged of true steel. Not many girls could win the heart of a 
prince as you have and I'm unspeakably proud of you, little sister." Melfice squeezed her 
shoulders in a brotherly fashion. "Don't worry about me, little sister. Old Percival made 
me train like everyone else at Medawrith. Say, once this is over and you're settled in as 
queen, come back and visit the farm, alright? Mother and Father miss you terribly." 


"What about 'Nunky, Melfice?" 
Melfice shook his head. "I wish you hadn't asked. Our granduncle passed away 
peacefully in his sleep a single moon past. He died in strength, not frail and weak as 


others do." 


"I see ..." Rebecca murmured quietly. Melfice turned to leave, but Rebecca clung to 
his arm. "Brother. I wish that you and Clement didn't have to fight. Must you really 


go?" 


"You know why the prince must fight," Melfice answered lightly. "Where the prince 
goes, I follow. Beta will look after you quite well, Rebecca. After all, I was sent here 
to partake in combat, and mustn't brothers protect their sisters?" 


"Likewise sisters worry for their brothers," Rebecca returned in a swift rejoinder. 
"Go and return in peace, brother. I will pray to God for your safety." 


"why so solemn?" Melfice asked as a serious tone overlaid his voice. "Do you need me 
to remain and protect you? You must still be weak from your ordeal." 


Rebecca smiled knowingly. "I gave birth without midwife or herbs to a man who weighed 
seventeen pounds when he emerged. What is this to me? But," and here she giggled 
somewhat, "I really do not wish to hear your complaints of any pain less than that which I 
endured!" 


"Of course ... Your Majesty," Melfice laughed as he sketched a clumsy bow to her. 
Rebecca aimed a mock slap at his cheek which he gamely dodged with a short hop backwards. 
She watched him leave and join a band of soldiers, still laughing and slapping backs as he 
came to the group. She sighed and slowly paced back to the house; at least, with more 
soldiers patrolling the city, the army under Regal Scen and Handuil Le Riand's joint 
command had the amazons restricted to the stronghold. The wily old veteran general had 
siegeworks raised outside as though he intended to besiege the fortress. Inwardly Rebecca 
prayed that Nicole, in spite of her cunning, would have made no preparations to fend off a 
surprise attack. Behind her, the sun slowly vanished past the horizons, shrouding the 
house and the room in darkness. She had already said her farewells earlier to Clement 
when he left with the advance party a few hours ago. 


"Supper is served, Rebecca!" Beta Scen called cheerfully from the kitchen. "Just you 
and me tonight without the men." The sound of silverware set upon the table followed in 
short order, in turn accompanied by the mouth-watering scent of oil-baked breadcakes. Even 
short on supplies, Beta made the most appetizing meals, but ... Rebecca's thoughts flew to 
her brother and her beloved. Handuil's force, which included Fern Scen, must already be 
attacking the fortress from the north. Regal commanded the large eastern strike force to 
which her brother had been attached. And Clement ... he faced the most perilous task of 
all, as his small band of stalwart warriors risked the subterranean passage beneath the 
castle. The paladina wondered if they were all safe, even as she and Beta remained behind 
in the house risking no threats. A few female soldiers did form part of the Kavian 
fighting forces. Rebecca wondered what they might be thinking at the moment. "Hello, 
Rebecca?" Beta called, dusting her hands off her apron as she strode out from the kitchen. 


Rebecca shook her head clear of the thoughts. "I apologize, Beta. My mind is 
restless." She carefully seated herself at the table and stared at the steaming breadcake. 
Was it right for her to enjoy such a fine meal when other Kavian soldiers bled on the 
battlegrounds of the fortress? "Beta ... aren't you worried for your brother and your 
father?" 


"Of course I am," Beta answered. "But I trust them to be able to fend for themselves. 
Worrying will not help them, so I can but do my best here and trust them to do likewise. 
Shall I cut your breadcake for you, my lady?" 


"Thank you; I can manage by myself," Rebecca replied politely, and she blushed 
slightly. Even Beta addressed her as "my lady" now. Delicately wielding a knife in 
fingers which still trembled slightly, she carved a small slice of bread and brought it to 
her lips on a fork. "Must I endure being named 'my lady' by you, Beta? It's ... a little 
embarrassing, to be honest, and very overwhelming. Your cooking is as delicious as ever, 
Beta." 


Beta inclined her head politely. "You praise me too much, Dame Rebecca. But, if it 
would please you, I would be happy to resume my duties as a kitchen maid once the men have 
finished reclaiming the castle." 


"I am honored by your esteem," Rebecca smiled. She brought another piece of breadcake 
to her mouth and chewed thoughtfully upon it. "My brother, my beloved, your brother, and 


your father are all engaged in combat ... I wonder what they might be doing right now? And 
Lord Westinghill ..." here she paused, remembering Randolph Westinghill's none too 
favoring gaze directed upon her, "... Lord Westinghill accompanies Handuil to the north." 


"Oh?" Beta tilted her head pensively. "When Captain Le Riand gave me my orders to 
protect you, Lord Westinghill told me he would fight alongside my father. I found that 
curious, for my father said that Lord Westinghill had orders from the prince to remain 
behind in the city lest disaster should befall. How many times were his orders 
rescinded?" 


"Beta ..." 


"Yes. My father would not have neglected to mention so important a fact to me. And 
if Lord Westinghill remains unaccounted for ..." Beta abruptly stood up. "Please remain 
here, Dame Rebecca. I will inquire -" 


The soft whisper of steel cutting through air provided the only warning afforded to 
either woman. Rebecca shrieked; Beta staggered as a crossbow bolt seemed to grow out of 
her side. Shocked immobile, both of them stared down at the protruding missile as blood 
began to seep into Beta's yellow shirt. The younger girl collapsed to her knees, tugging 
at the bolt with one hand as her other alternatively seized the table and tried to free 
her dagger from its sheath. Stricken, Rebecca immediately bent down to assist Beta, but 
Regal Scen's daughter pushed her hand aside and rasped a single word through gritted, 
pain-clenched teeth. "Run." 


Rebecca saw the movement behind Beta just quickly enough for her to avoid the next 
bolt, a whistling arrow which blazed past both their shoulders. Without another word she 
jumped up and clumsily ran out of the house, past the doorsill and the quarrel with its 
head buried deep in the wood. She fled the house, hearing the sounds of a brief but 
violent struggle behind her as the mysterious assailant tangled briefly with Beta Scen. 
The paladina emerged into the darkness of the street, fumbled, slipped, and ran along the 
direction of the nearest street. A cry of pain sounded in the distance as the already dim 
light of the house faded into the eerie silver sheen of moonlight. She had to escape, she 
had to find the few soldiers left as a garrison - 


Abruptly she realized that she had run straight into a cul-de-sac formed by two hovels 
and a wall piled with refuse. Gasping for breath - still not recovered, she realized 
belatedly - she turned around to flee again and nearly escaped. Rebecca felt the trickle 
of physical exertion accompany the cold sweat of fear as she forced her tired legs to 
move, but at the mouth of the alley she caught sight of the cloaked and hooded assailant 
again. He must have seen her too, for his crossbow instantly rose and she saw the 
distinct glint of moonlight off metal. Something must have recently died nearby, for the 
stench of a rotting corpse reached her nose and she wrinkled it, offended by the smell. 
From her position a dozen feet away, she saw her attacker limp forward dragging a plainly 
injured leg after himself. Was it her imagination, or did his breath sound heavy and 
ragged upon the midnight air. And the crossbow that he carried ... "Lord Westinghill?" 
she squeaked. Did the shadows conceal her well enough? 


"Wench," Westinghill spat through what must be a haze of pain. "Stand still and I will 
end this quickly." 


"W-why?" Rebecca stammered, and then she thought better of speaking and shrank back 
further into the shadows of the domicile. Surely his aim could not be clear in the 


darkness. If Beta had not suddenly stood when she did, the first bolt would surely have 
finished Rebecca off 


The cloaked noble stepped forward as his hood rustled slightly from a shake of his 
head. "For what cause should I tell you? Perish ignorant, cursed damsel." So saying, he 
leveled the crossbow and Rebecca squeezed her eyes shut, cringing with her head in her 
arms as she heard the twang of the crossbow string flinging its lethal projectile through 
the air. The bolt whistled through the silent atmosphere and she trembled, thinking of 
the life she had led and what she would have done differently. All the harsh words she 
had traded with Sir Bryant and Melfice, what she would do to take them back. How she 
wished she had protected Clement in a better fashion, spent more time in her devotions - 


Wait. Why hadn't the bolt hit her yet? Why hadn't she heard it clatter against a 
wall? 


Trembling, she tentatively slitted one eye open and stared into a fold of black cloth 
covering her vision, a closed fist grasping the crossbow bolt a mere inch from her face. 
No, not black - a very deep orange made to appear dark gray in the blend of shadow and 
moonlight. And she knew that color, that cloth, that peculiar posture ... "Harumi?" 
Rebecca gasped. 


The Saint of Blades straightened from her protective crouch and casually cast the bolt 
aside. Snarling, Westinghill loosed another arrow and Rebecca flinched in terror once 
more. But this time her eyes remained open and she saw Harumi move with inhuman speed, 
blurring into an ill-defined shape as she effortlessly snatched the bolt out of the wind 
again. Westinghill lowered the crossbow to load another bolt and in that half-second 
Harumi blazed across the dozen feet separating them. A sharp cry of pain pierced the air 
as her knuckles found his left wrist; the crossbow clattered to the ground and Harumi 
flung out with a wide sweeping kick which blended into the darkness of Westinghill's 
cloak. The sickening crunch of shattering bone ensued, followed a moment later by a 
shrill cry from Westinghill which gave way into a true scream of pain. As Rebecca 
regained her feet, she saw Harumi seize the fallen noble underneath his jaw with her left 
hand and quite effortlessly drag him along the cobbled road, pinning him against the hovel 
with his broken leg hanging at an awkward angle out of his cloak. Stunned by the speed 
and ferocity of Harumi's counterattack, Rebecca hastily ran up to the Saint of Blades and 
the bleeding, broken lord. 


"W-who are you ...?" Randolph Westinghill gasped in pain and disbelief. 


Harumi cut him off by tightening her grip, causing Randolph to feebly clutch at her 
left arm. While Rebecca could see nothing of Harumi's expression through the darkness and 
the blindfold, the girl's body posture spoke of a cold, dispassionate rage which she 
directed at the object of her ire. Still feeling winded and disheveled, Rebecca could 
only rasp out, "Why, Lord Westinghill?" 


"You... unfit to be queen ..." Westinghill choked out. "The throne ... should ... be 
Lenneth's -" 


Harumi snapped back her wrist and broke the nobleman's neck in a single, forceful 
blow, flinging his crumpled body aside into the street gutter. "Hmph." 


"Harumi ..." Rebecca murmured. "Why ... did you return ...?" 
"A character flaw of mine," Harumi replied softly. "You - Clement - I became attached 
to you, as ... friends ..." She shook her head and whipped around to glare at Rebecca. 


"Now go, your friend is injured and you must tend to her!" 


"What will you do, Harumi?" the paladina asked as she and the blind girl stepped out 
of the alley together. The light of the house blinked at her, a gentle and welcome glow. 


No doubt their supper was still warm. 


"My business has not yet concluded," Harumi answered grimly as she began to fade into 
the darkness, walking away with a determined stride down another street which led to the 
gates of the great fortress. The moonlight glinted softly off her hair and her clothes as 
she vanished into the distance. "There is still blood to be shed tonight ..." she called 
over her shoulder. 


At that moment, Clement stared down the length of his blade at the amazon warrior 
opposite him, a woman who skillfully wielded a spear tipped with the same deadly poison 
which had already shrank so many of his soldiers. They danced across the floor of the 
great hall, blades flashing in a terrible dance of parry and riposte. Clement, who had to 
fight with the greatest respect to his own skin, felt disadvantaged from the start as he 
met each attack at arm's reach. Chance decided the battle, for the woman stumbled over 
the body of one of her sisters and lost her balance. With the swiftness of a cobra 
strike, Clement descended and severed her head from the her neck in a single, brutal 
slash. Save honor for the tournaments. Even against women, any foolish notion of 
allowing an opponent to regain her feet and her weapon meant another chance at death. 


He narrowly deflected another blade approaching from his left. They locked weapons 
again and the woman recklessly dashed after him, which was exactly what Clement wanted, 
for Arden buried a dagger in her back the moment her attention became focused upon the 
prince. Wiping sweat and blood from his face, Clement glanced around himself. Handuil's 
archers commanded the length of the hall from the second and third floors as the amazons 
gradually withdrew, conceding the court to Clement. Bodies lay scattered all around the 
room, blood everywhere - empty suits of armor too, their owners having been shrunk. 
Friends and fellow soldiers recovered the fortunate ones; the Less fortunate met their end 
at the hands and throats of the women. Their ferocity had surprised the Kavian royal army 
at the first encounter. Why did they refuse to surrender? 


The prince lowered his sword and took a swift count of the soldiers in the room. About 
half of his original strength still remained, but Regal Scen's soldiers had joined them 
after securing the gatehouse and the outer walls. The veteran general and the great 
warrior both joined him at the floor; together they stared at the massive doors which 
opened into the enormous throne room. With any luck, Nicole would not have had time to 
barricade them yet. About one hundred twenty soldiers left between them. Clement looked 
left to Regal, then right to Handuil. Both men nodded to him and together, with a great 
yell, the soldiers forced the door and a wild melee began with the amazon women on one 
side of the huge portal and the remnants of the fortress garrison on the other. A few 
arrows whistled through the air fired from either side, but the main clash came from 
bladed weapons in hand-to-hand combat. 


Clement charged into the fray with Handuil on his right and Fern on his left, together 
cutting a swathe through their enemies where ... there. There, surveying the carnage with 
haughty eyes, armed with a simple spear and a breastplate, standing atop the dais where 
his father once sat. Nicole Armitedge stood aloof from the chaos, merely casting a cold 
gaze upon Clement as he and his companions broke free from the press. At a gesture, Fern 
and Handuil both fell away and returned to the battle raging behind them, leaving Clement 
to ascend the dais alone. "Nicole ..." 


"Hello, Clement," she greeted him humorlessly. 
"Give up. This foolish crusade of yours is over. You are beaten." 
Nicole shook her head. "I think not, Clement. Behold!" She barked a command in the 


harsh Language of the amazons, whereupon a quartet of them broke away and seized some of 
the torches lining the throne room. Regal Scen, still directing the battle from the heart 


of the press, shouted a warning coincident with Clement's own shout. His soldiers broke 
away and scattered, but not swiftly enough - an enormous flash of light blinded all of 
them and the faint scent of smoke and powder struck Clement's nose. Quickly he dodged 
aside lest Nicole attempt to stab him, but there was no need. She hadn't moved, but as 
the smoke cleared Clement stared in disbelief at the entrance of the throne room. His 
soldiers and Nicole's had both vanished, leaving behind only scattered armor, weapons, and 
trinkets lying around the scene of the battle amidst pools of blood. 


Clement's eyes whipped back towards Nicole, who smiled triumphantly. The prince's 
eyes narrowed dangerously. "You had an ambush prepared all this time," he gritted. 


"And you rushed straight into it, in typical fashion," Nicole replied as she gripped 
her spear. "My sisters will regrow, but I am afraid your soldiers will not. You cannot 
defeat me, Clement, and even if you did my sisters would swiftly avenge me. But, if you 
will surrender to me now, I will not slay you. I will simply keep you as my little pet 
for the remainder of your days," she offered with a cruel smile. "I may regardless, if you 
cannot evade the bite of my lance." 


"Enough," Clement forced through clenched teeth. What an agonizing choice. He could 
strike down Nicole right now, but if he did ... could he really abandon his soldiers? And 
if he too failed ... slowly, very slowly, he stepped down from the dais. Nicole advanced 
a step forward and Clement backed away, keeping a wary eye upon her as he sought to gain 
the open floor where his soldiers milled about. There was no choice - his duty lay with 
the safety of his people above all else. But how unfair for him to lose this golden chance 
to obliterate Nicole -! 


"You needn't worry," a soft, feminine voice informed him. 


Clement whipped around, his bloodstained blade instinctively Lancing out in a head 
level strike, but Harumi calmly raised an arm and caught the prince's hand. Stunned, the 
prince lowered his blade as he stared at her. "Harumi? When did you -?" 


"Enjoy your fight," she told him. "I will take care of your army for you." Wordlessly 
she slipped away and descended down the steps of the dais, calmly holding her sheathed 
sword at one side and gracefully walking to the entrance of the throne room, where she 
crouched and began to retrieve combatants with her fingers. Clement returned his 
attention to Nicole, on whom a wary look had swiftly replaced the earlier triumphant gaze. 
Her eyes narrowed upon him as he returned to the top of the elevated platform, a wide open 
plain lined against the wall with a single, massive throne set squarely in the middle of 
the half-circle. They glared at each other across their respective weapons, but only for 
a moment. Then they both lunged forward and combat was joined. 


Clement attacked with a direct stab aimed at Nicole's heart; the lady parried the blow 
and swung the haft of the spear around towards his head, but he jumped back and the attack 
fell short of his armor. Much to his discomfort, Nicole recovered almost before the 
attack ended and unleashed a powerful stab of her own. This Clement caught on the edge of 
his blade and he felt his arms numb from the shock of the blow; their weapons locked for a 
moment, but Clement pulled up and flung them apart. He took the opportunity to launch a 
quick strike towards her wrist which she sidestepped. Back and forth they traded attacks 
until Clement abruptly realized that he had nearly completed a full circle. Avoiding 
Nicole's poison-tipped spear was proving far more difficult than he expected, winded as he 
already was from his previous fighting, but he refused to concede. But with his arms and 
legs both tired, how long could he hope to match Nicole's speed? 


Shaking away sweat from his brow and defeatist thoughts from his mind, Clement met 
Nicole again and once more their weapons collided, Nicole maintaining a small advantage 
with the superior reach of her spear and her freshness. Worriedly Clement glanced towards 
Harumi, but this small check nearby cost him his life - Nicole feinted a cut to the right 
and swung to the left, leaving a devastating slash tearing through the air which Clement 


avoided by less than an inch. Snarling, he stepped to his right and placed Nicole 
directly between himself and the throne, redoubling his assault as he sought to equalize 
the duel by bringing the fight to point-blank range. Nicole steadily gave ground, keeping 
him at arm's reach as she stepped backwards and using the long range of her lance to keep 
him away. Closer they approached to the throne and Nicole unsteadily parried a powerful 
slash from above, staggering underneath the blow as she backstepped one last, fatal time. 


She tripped over the armrest of the throne, losing her balance instantly and falling 
back to sit in the enormous seat. The spear slipped from her grasp and she made a 
desperate attempt to reach it as it fell away, but Clement cleared the distance in a flash 
as his sword blazed forward. His sword found its mark and Nicole screamed terribly, a 
horrible sound which echoed in the chamber as she stared at the sword rammed into her left 
breast. "C-Clement ..." 


"Time to sleep, Nicole," the prince answered grimly, wrenching the blade free. Nicole 
shrieked again and tumbled from the throne onto the dais, clutching at her injured breast 
as she curled on the dais in her bloody armor. Once more Clement raised his sword, aimed 
it at her neck, and let his arm fall. Nicole's screams faded even as the blade struck 
home for one last time. 


Clement tossed the sword aside, suddenly sick with all the killing, and he unsteadily 
tottered down the steps of the dais towards Harumi. How often had he stood in this very 
room, never suspecting the carnage that would ensue from the dead ambitions of a mad 
woman? The blood, the broken weapons and the corpses in the hall beyond ... he doubled 
over and nearly retched in a very unprincely manner. What kind of glory was this? Knees 
still shaking, Clement staggered down until he collapsed on his knees in front of Harumi, 
who knelt upon the floor in a relatively clean spot. "We ... we won," Clement muttered. "I 
think I'm going to be sick, Harumi. Where are my soldiers?" 


She turned her hands over. "Here, in my lap," the Saint of Blades answered softly, 
revealing a suddenly exposed group of naked soldiers running around searching for shelter. 


"And the women?" Clement asked. 
She merely patted her stomach. 


"Then it's over ..." Clement murmured. "This nightmare ... is ... finally over?" He 
knew that he should have been happy, that he should have celebrated ... he felt apathetic 
and very, very tired. Blood, blood everywhere in a castle renowned for beauty, dead 
bodies and littered armor - this was the glory of battle? Scorched fields and ruined 
homes, families torn and entire provinces destroyed. Why did it still feel like a 
nightmare? And more importantly, what would he do about it as the king? Clement forced 
himself to his feet and Harumi tilted her head up; the prince had the odd feeling that she 
gazed at him with unseeing and unseen eyes. "Well, let's get to work, Harumi." 


Today. 


Trembling with excitement and not a little apprehension, Rebecca De'thaldun tightened 
her grip upon her father's arm. After all this time spent repairing the castle, cleaning 
the aftermath of the battle, and bringing the frightened citizens back ... today, on the 
vernal equinox. She supposed that Clement made a good choice, representative of the 
kingdom emerging into a new spring after a long, difficult winter. Very much like the 
winter where she had first seen him and fallen in love with him. Nervously Rebecca 
adjusted her bridal bouquet and tugged at the voluminous white dress trailing behind her. 
The bridal train required twelve girls to carry; without them, Rebecca doubted her ability 
to even move. The sound of the organ filled the air and she began her long walk down the 
lane, where her father would give her away to her beloved. Inwardly she wondered how her 


father retained his remarkable calm. 


She took a step. The assembled guests rose to their feet as she entered the great 
hall, the recently cleaned scene of some of the bloodiest fighting in the battle. She 
knew of course, because she had helped clean it up herself - especially in the early days 
right after the battle, when the castle had been desperately short of manpower and she had 
to bend her back to much of the labor. She allowed herself a small smile - when she had 
come to the castle two days later in spite of Clement's insistence that she remain away 
from the bloody scene, her prince had been scrubbing the floors with a mop alongside the 
house maids. The processional melody of the organ reverberated through the hall, great 
dignitaries respectively removing their hats as she passed by. No one bowed as of yet. 
The coronation of king and queen would come after the marriage vows, and then the guests 
would bow as she and Clement returned by the same path. Another step. In the distance, 
she could see Clement resplendent in the regalia of a crown prince of Kafia, patiently 
awaiting her arrival at the top of the dais. No veil for her; she wanted to see everyone 
as she passed by. 


Another step. She passed from the great hall, open to any citizen, into the throne 
room where only the most prominent dignitaries had been allowed. So many people even 
here! She nearly faltered as she felt the weight of all the eyes upon her, soon to become 
the new queen of Kafia. Another step. She saw the familiar faces at the very front then, 
as they rose up in respect: her brother Melfice, bursting with pride, a dashing character 
in his simple but elegant suit. Her mother, dabbling away at tears with a white 
handkerchief, wearing her best dress. The veteran general Regal Scen who tipped a grave, 
respectful nod to her, and his son and daughter at his sides, both beaming. Handuil Le 
Riand and Harumi Kagawa stood one on each side at the foot of the dais; Handuil wore the 
scarlet cape of a recently promoted general, complete with armor and uniform as 
representative of the Kavian armed forces. Harumi, still clad in her simple orange dress 
and sandals with her own sword at her hip, looked meek and unassuming. She did not see 
Arden Cardazzio; no doubt he watched from a safe vantage point where he himself would not 
be seen in turn. 


The man who stood to one side of the throne atop the dais eclipsed them all. Her 
heart fluttered as she ascended the first step leading up to Prince Clement Knossen, every 
inch the hero in his royal regalia of a deep violet uniform, shining black boots, and a 
small golden circlet around his forehead which accentuated his fiery hair and kind smile. 
Rebecca nearly lost her balance on the second step. He smiled down at her and she 
returned the smile, feeling her stomach dancing and her knees threatening to collapse 
beneath their burdens. Her prince, her beloved, the man whom she carried in her hand, in 
her womb, and in her heart. She thought back to that first fated meeting in the tribal 
tent - was it only three months ago? - in another distant life. How she had changed since 
then! She barely recognized Fern Scen slipping away from the crowd to bring the royal 
tiaras, nor her father standing aside to let her proceed up the final steps alone, nor did 
she hear her mother weeping openly with joy. Clement extended a hand to help her up the 
final steps, Rebecca took it, and together they faced the future without hesitation. 


- - EPILOGUE - - 
"Professor Davis, would you come upstairs to the lab, please? It's very urgent." 


"One moment, Stacey." Stacey MacIntyre waited patiently as the elderly doctor slowly 
arose and set aside a number of papers he had been reading. Raymond Davis, over seventy- 
five years of age and still extremely active in the life sciences, slowly walked out of 
his office. Whatever hair he once possessed had long deserted him, but he still stood 
straight as a ramrod and his clear, sparkling eyes glimmered with an intelligence which 
contrasted greatly with his worn, old body. Together they took the elevator and Stacey 
chose the highest floors where the animal Laboratory kept the lab mice. Stacey nervously 
wrung her hands as they ascended. She wore a tight violet blouse and a skirt which 


matched her golden hair and liquid blue eyes, all of it concealed underneath a large white 
laboratory coat. The professor interrupted her nervous pacing by clearing his throat. 
"Excuse me, Stacey. Did an accident occur in the lab?" 


She shook her head impatiently, causing her long hair to fly about. "No no. I think 
you'd better see for yourself, professor." The elevator bell chimed again, opening to 
reveal the second uppermost floor of the Hugh R. Dover biology and biochemistry 
department. At such a height, the windows commanded a wide view of Morning University in 
all directions. Stacey ushered the professor into a small workplace Laboratory at the end 
of the hall, a room used mostly for storage and a few chemical mixtures. "Here we are, 
professor. Please take a look at this." She indicated a large square cage set on a table 
in the middle of the room as she activated the fluorescent lights. Against the storage 
cabinets and rows of chemicals, it seemed quite out of place. 


The professor squinted, bending over to inspect the cage. It measure two feet by two 
feet and he shook his head after a minute. "I see four white mice inside, Stacey. I don't 
understand. They look quite healthy to me." 


"Look more closely," she insisted. 


He bent over and squinted even more, but only sighed after another minute or so. "I 
still don't see anything unusual. Four healthy laboratory mice used in all manner of 
experiments ... oh, look! You've been careless, Stacey - there are lice in the cage." 


"Not lice, mice." 
"I beg your pardon?" 


"Look, professor." She handed him a magnifying glass and bent over herself to 
scrutinize the cage's occupants as he placed the glass to his eyes. "Not lice, laboratory 
mice - but reduced in size until they are, in fact, no larger than lice," she told him 
solemnly. 


The professor squinted again before his eyes abruptly widened in surprise. "Amazing! 
You - you've discovered a new species of mice!" he exclaimed. 


Stacey shook her head again. "No, I haven't. I discovered something which shrank them 
down many times. Here." She picked up a jar and glanced at the contents before handing it 
to the professor. A number of berries had been stored inside and he looked over them 
carefully before returning it to her. "There's something within those berries," Stacey 
continued. "A potent chemical which activates in the bloodstream. And ... it shrinks the 
body." 


The professor chuckled benignly. "Come now, Stacey. Why, that is a violation of so 
many physical laws - surely you can't be serious." 


"I am, and I'm quite confused myself," Stacey replied without a trace of humor in her 
voice. "Would you like to see my laboratory notebook? I started taking data more than 
half a year ago - I first accidentally ate a berry myself and it shrank me, but I grew 
back after a few hours. ALl the experiments I did and all my observations are summarized 
here." She offered him the notebook and he accepted it without a word. "Male animals, once 
shrunk, are permanently reduced in stature while the females regrow after a few hours. I 
found the key difference - the chemical is neutralized after some time by estrogen, while 
androgens enhances its potency. I gave all those mice the same dose three days ago. Those 
normal mice you see are the females - the small ones are the males." 


"Are you saying ...?" Professor Davis asked as he flipped through the notebook. 


"Yes, I am! Remember the fairy tale of Princess Rebecca and Sir Clement?" 


The professor did not look up from his scrutiny of the data. "I tell it to my 
grandchildren all the time. Sir Clement was the greatest knight of the realm, sent to 
escort Princess Rebecca to her marriage in another kingdom. But the evil witch Nicole 
cast a spell upon Clement which shrank him, so the party was unable to resist when 
ambushed. Rebecca fled with Clement, protected him, sought a way to break his curse, fell 
in love with him, and confronted the witch. The power of love broke the spell when she 
kissed him and they all lived happily ever after." He frowned. "The historical King 
Clement lived well over a thousand years ago. You're descended from his line, aren't you, 
Stacey? Are you suggesting that this fairy tale is rooted in fact?" 


"I don't know," Stacey replied truthfully. "All I know is ..." and here she gestured 
to the cage. "The evidence speaks for itself." 


The professor set the notebook down. "I want to do some experiments myself. Can you 
find some more of these berries for me, Stacey?" 


"They're very rare and I'll have to look through the swamp behind my house for them, 
but probably, yes. I searched for them in the catalogs, but I don't think that they've 
ever been given a taxonomic classification." She looked at him with worried eyes. 
"Professor, if what I think is correct ..." 


"Yes. Say nothing of this until the experiments are finished. The last thing we need 
is an academic scandal." 


"Or ... having something like this fall into the wrong hands ..." she added worriedly. 
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